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1. Introduction 


The purpose of this review is to provide an analytical overview of recent literature in the area of 
family violence. The review covers scholarly research, theoretical approaches and practical 
applications to prevention, protection and treatment of family violence. 


The topic of family violence has received a great deal of recognition in the past quarter-century, 
beginning with the disturbing revelations about the "battered baby syndrome” in the early 1960s. 
Since then, increasing attention has been focused on other forms of violence occurring within 
families, notably wife assault, child sexual abuse and elder abuse. This review will examine the 
areas identified above. Although other types of family violence have been noted (e.g. sibling abuse 
and abuse of parents by their children), it is not yet possible to locate sufficient source materials on 
these aspects. 


In addition to limiting itself to certain aspects of family violence, this review will also be limited 
primarily to recent materials, i.e. published since 1980. Earlier materials may be referred to in 
cases where they are regarded as having significant influence on current approaches or as providing 
the basis for comparing previous approaches to current ones. 


A number of fields are represented in the selected materials. In addition to sociology and 
psychology, writings from the fields of history, politics, social work, education, medicine and law are 
included in the review. 


This review draws heavily upon the relevant Canadian literature on family violence; a considerable 
number of Canadian publications are included, particularly in reference to the law and to health and 
social services. The majority of the other source materials used in this review are of U.S. origin since 
it is there that much of the research and theory on family violence has originated, but writings from 
other countries are also included. 


The sections of this review are classified according to the aspect(s) of family violence under 
discussion and are subdivided and indexed for convenient reference. 


opine 


aw 


y) 
aie | bane — ig 
= 


yee 


a>. 9 oe oe) VRE. 
av ¥ : STEG 


au, Se joaup *¢ oo : 


it eh EN: sci 
valet: Cheniegs. 
“(ts Gee 6 Aas 
ih ate qiiten Ad 


2. General Observations About Family Violence: Characteristics and 
Myths 


2.1 Historical Background 


Violence in families is not a recent phenomenon. Historical analyses demonstrate that it has long 
been a characteristic of family life, and has been tolerated and sanctioned by society. Breines and 
Gordon (1984) note that until the last few decades, the terms child abuse, wife beating and incest 
would have been understood, but not perceived as serious social problems. Green (1980) points out 
that "a black eye was the humorous badge of domestic comedy." (p. 3) 


The first concerted efforts at identifying and combatting family violence occurred in the latter part of 
the 19th century, due to such factors as industrialization, urbanization and (in North America) 
immigration. These factors brought about greater concentrations of population, with the result that 
new social problems arose, existing social problems intensified and public awareness of social 
problems increased. Also important was the rise of liberal thinkers such as Francis Cobbe and John 
Stuart Mill, who were influential in promoting a sense of compassion and social responsibility, and of 
the early feminist movement. These developments prompted an impetus toward social reform 
initiatives of various kinds. Among the early efforts were measures on behalf of child welfare. Much 
of the concern was generated by the exploitation of child labour; however attention was also directed 
to the abuse of children within families. These efforts led to the development of the first laws and 
mechanisms for the protection of children. Also attempted, less successfully, were similar initiatives 
with regard to wife-beating. 


Family violence was revived as a social issue in the early 1960s, when child abuse was once again 
identified as a major problem by authors documenting the "battered baby syndrome.” This received 
a great deal of coverage in the media and aroused strong public revulsion. The result was reflected 
in the passage of stronger legislation to protect children and the establishment of systems for 
reporting and dealing with child abuse. 


The growing influence of the women’s movement in the 1970s was primarily responsible for drawing 
society’s attention to the problems and consequences of wife assault, with the result that it is now 
being treated as a serious problem by politicians, the media, social scientists, law enforcement 
agencies, health and social service professionals and concerned citizens. Policies are being 
developed, programs are being established and studies are being undertaken, all with a view to 
dealing with the problem. 


Another area in which the women’s movement has had a similar impact is in the recognition of child 
sexual abuse as a serious problem, one that is more prevalent than had been thought and which 
requires remedial action on the part of society. The main concern of the women’s movement has 
focused on father-daughter incest, but this has also served to draw attention to other forms of child 
sexual abuse. 


The abuse of elderly people has only recently emerged as another serious aspect of family violence. 
Here again, the women’s movement has played a major role in focusing public attention on the issue, 
since most of the victims are women. 


2.2 The Socio-Cultural Context 


In earlier years, family violence was usually viewed as unusual, deviant behaviour on the part of 
individuals who were mentally ill. Most of the recent work in this area, however, portrays family 
violence not only as "normal", but as culturally inculeated. This evolution in thinking is due in large 
part to the demythologizing of the family as a happy, harmonious and peaceful refuge from the 
outside world and its problems. 


Another notion that was widely-held until quite recently was that family violence tended to occur 
primarily among the lower classes and was, indeed, normal behaviour in this milieu (e.g. Steinmetz 
and Straus, 1974). Most of the recent literature rejects this class-based analysis, pointing out that 


violent behaviour happens in all socio-economic groups, although it is the lower strata that are most 
likely to be in contact with public authorities and thus provide the most accessible samples for study 
by researchers. 


The very nature of the family - its intimacy, its privacy and, in modern times, its increasing isolation 
and mobility - makes it a conflict-prone institution. Jones (1982) notes: 


"There has been marked reluctance amongst the public and professionals alike to discard what 
might be termed ‘sentimental notions’ of the family and to recognise the role which conflict and 
sometimes violence play in family life. This may be partly explained by the fact that, as much 
family violence is of a private nature, we tend to hear only about the more extreme, sensational 
cases which we can regard as abnormal and pathological, as exceptions to the usual state of 
affairs. Probably, however, a much more powerful barrier to recognition is the acute discomfort 
evoked in us all when we are confronted by manifestations of family violence. For our own 
security and peace of mind, we tend to cling to an idealised picture of family life: to see the 
family as a centre of solidarity, love and acceptance rather than of conflict and potential 
violence." (p. 3) 


Conflict does not necessarily generate violence; indeed, it may be said that the majority of families 
handle their conflicts without resorting to violence. However, refusal to accept the inevitability of 
conflict in families may be a factor in the exercising of violence by family members. Gelles and 
Straus are among the main proponents of the idea that family violence is widespread and is the 
result of the very nature of families. Gelles (1979) states: 


"People are more likely to be hit, beat up, physically injured, or even killed in their own homes 
by another family member than anywhere else or by anyone else in our society." (p. 11) 


Citing his own work in conjunction with colleagues Straus and Hotaling, Gelles (1979) lists eleven 

factors which affect families in both positive and negative ways. These factors may contribute to a 
warm and supportive family environment, but they may equally enhance the likelihood of violence. 
The factors are: 


¢ time at risk, i.e. the fact that families spend a large proportion of their time together; 

¢ range of activities and interests, i.e. family interaction occurs in many areas and contexts; 

e intensity of involvement; 

® impinging activities, i.e. differences of opinion in decisions that affect all family members; 

e right to influence the values, behaviours and attitudes of other family members; 

¢ age and sex differences; 

¢ ascribed roles based on age and sex; 

¢ privacy; 

¢ involuntary membership, i.e. one does not choose one’s family of origin; 

¢ stress due to life cycle, socio-economic and other changes; and 

¢ extensive knowledge of social biographies, i.e. knowing the strengths, weaknesses, fears and 
preferences of family members. (p. 14) 


2.3 Conflict, Violence and Abuse 


There appears to be some confusion in the literature, especially in earlier works, with regard to the 
concepts of conflict, violence and abuse. This confusion on the part of some experts has been 
reflected in popular treatments of the issue. It would, therefore, be useful to clarify and explain 
these terms as they are currently understood. 


2.3.1 Conflict is viewed by O’Brien (1974) as one of several possible products of social interaction 
directed at the resolution of a decision-making impasse. In families, conflict is the normal result of a 
clash of interests, desires or values among family members. As was noted above, families are 
conflict-prone due to their very nature, despite the idealization of family that gained currency among 
experts and in popular literature. O’Brien writes: 
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",..the concern for conflict in the family has frequently been premised on the assumption that it 
represents a deviation from family ‘harmony’ or ‘equilibrium’. This position, by no means 
shared by the present author, is probably invalid." (p. 66) 


Jones (1982) points out that: 


"The ideology of the tranquil family was enhanced by the tendency amongst many social 
scientists (e.g. Durkheim and Talcott Parsons) to view social systems through a consensus 
equilibrium model. Their attention was focused on the preventive and regulatory functions of 
the family, including that of serving a ‘tension management’ function for the wider society. 
Conflict and violence were conceptualized as dysfunctional for the family as well as for society." 
(p. 4) 


Since the 1970s there has been a greater willingness to acknowledge that fact that family life need 
not always be harmonious to be normal. Some authors (such as Charny in Steinmetz and Straus, 
1974) have emphasized that it is quite normal for family members to fight and to feel hostility and 
even hatred towards one another on occasion. This is seen as being healthier than repressing 
hostility and allowing it to build up only to be released in other, often more destructive, forms. 


Conflict may be expressed in many ways, and violence is only one of these. Conflict can be resolved 
in positive and in negative ways and, sometimes, may not be resolved at all. In discussing conflict 
and violence, O’Brien (1974) points out: 


"Violent behaviour may or may not emerge from conflict and may or may not be characteristic 
of individuals who are otherwise involved in extensive conflict ridden interaction." (p. 66) 


The separating-out of violence from the overall idea of conflict is most useful as it enables the rejec- 
tion of violent behaviour while accepting the inevitability of conflict in human relationships. 


2.3.2 Violence refers to the use of physical force against another person. The term covers a wide 
range of actions and situations. Within families it may occur as mutual combat between members of 
approximately equal size and strength, but more often it entails the use of force by the physically 
stronger against the physically weaker (e.g. parent against child, husband against wife). Violence 
may arise in the heat of an argument when the aggressor loses control; or it may be used as a means 
of asserting power and control (e.g. beating a child or a wife as punishment for a perceived trans- 
gression); or it may entail lashing out at the nearest likely target for reasons that have little or 
nothing to do with that person’s behaviour. 


Steinmetz, Gelles and Straus have attempted to devise scales that measure the severity of violence. 
The Conflict Tactics Scale (CTS) places various forms of violence onto a continuum which also 
includes such tactics as efforts at reasoning, verbal aggression and other non-violent behaviours. At 
the upper end of the CTS is the Physical Violence Index which includes: 


"K. Throwing things... 

L. Pushing, shoving or grabbing 

M. Slapping 

N. Kicking, biting, or hitting with the fist 

O. Hit or tried to hit with something 

P. Beat up 

Q. Threatened with a knife or a gun 

R. Used a knife or a gun." (Straus, 1980, p. 25) 


The above classifications are further divided into "normal" violence (K, L and M) and "abusive" 
violence (N through R). 


Although some researchers and practitioners (e.g. Duggan, 1981; Yllo, 1983) have found the above 
model a useful tool for measuring and classifying violence, this scale has also been strongly 
criticized: Small (1985) points out that the severity of the violent act depends upon who inflicts it: 
for example, a push or a slap from a strong man can do considerably more damage than a kick or 
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punch from a smaller woman or child. Pressman (1983) cites studies that show a far greater degree 
of tolerance for these violent behaviours if they occur between intimates than if they occur between 
strangers, thus demonstrating the lack of uniformity in applying such scales. Stark and Flitcraft 
(1983) and Breines and Gordon (1984) object to the placing of violent acts on a continuum of 
behaviour because this detracts from the unacceptability of violence by 


e blurring the distinction between it and other forms of behaviour; and 
° failing to draw the distinction between conflict and violence. 


Stark and Flitcraft write: 


"combining threats with actual hitting;...rating ‘arguments’ on the same scale as 
‘shooting’...Straus and his colleagues contribute to the invisibility of the very phenomenon they 
are credited with exploring." (p. 343) 


They also criticize the failure of this approach to distinguish between the familial and societal 
contexts of the violence. 


For purposes of this review, "violence" will include all aggressive acts by the perpetrator against the 
body of the victim or, to use the Gelles and Straus definition: 


"\,.an act carried out with the intention of, or perceived as having the intention of physically 
hurting another person." (Straus, 1980, p. 29) 


2.3.3 Abuse, like "violence" is a term open to differing interpretations. For example, all physical 
punishment of children may be viewed as child abuse by some; others might accept a certain, 
variable amount of corporal punishment, but would perceive anything beyond this very subjective 
limit as abuse; still others believe in the saying, "spare the rod and spoil the child", and would 
tolerate a relatively high degree of physical battery. As Straus (1980) notes, the point at which 
violence is regarded as abuse is a reflection of the social mores of a given time. Using the example of 
child abuse, he states that it is probably less prevalent now than it was in earlier decades and 
centuries: the reason that it is considered a serious social problem in our time is that our present- 
day society is less willing to tolerate child beating than were earlier societies. 


Finkelhor (1984) defines abuse as: "a situation where a more powerful person takes advantage of a 
less powerful one" (p. 18). This is a useful definition, as it enables the inclusion not only of physical 
violence, but also of sexual, emotional and material/ financial forms of abuse, thus providing for a 
broader perspective on abuse and violence in families. 


2.4 Causes and Commonalities of Family Violence 


Over the years, various theories have been advanced to explain the causes of violence in families. 
This section will examine some of these in terms of the overall phenomenon of family violence. 


2.4.1 Individual Pathology Approaches 


2.4.1.1 Psychopathology was, for many years the principal theory of causation in family violence, 
i.e. it was assumed that people who were violent toward their spouses or children must be mentally 
ill. This type of thinking is not often found in current literature. Straus (1980) says that, while some 
abusers are mentally ill, the proportion of mental illness is no higher among abusers than it is 
among the general population. He is critical of the circular argument that anyone who abuses a 
family member must be insane, noting that there are no independent data comparing violent and 
non-violent persons in terms of mental illness. Indeed, he cites several studies showing that the 
mentally ill are no more violent than other people. 
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Straus also attacks the "clinical fallacy" of data showing high rates of psychological problems among 
abusers, saying that this arises from sampling biases: the data refer to people who are in treatment 
for their problems; the abusers who do not present evidence of mental illness do not appear in these 
studies. The criticism of sampling bias will also be seen to apply to other symptom-based, 
class-based, sex-based and situation-based analyses of the problem. 


Gelles (1973; 1979; 1983) also rejects the notion of psychopathology as the cause of family violence. 
He notes that even the researchers who espouse this theory often go on to say that violence is not 
limited to those who are mentally ill, and he points out that there is little agreement among these 
researchers as to the root personality traits that cause violent behaviour. He faults these studies 
both for sampling bias and for the manner in which their hypotheses are constructed. 


2.4.1.2 Alcohol and other substance abuse is often associated with family violence, and itis a 
popular belief that the substance abuse causes the violent behaviour. For a time, this notion was 
also held to be valid by scholars and practitioners in the field, who based their observations on the 
reports of selective samples and client reports that indicated that the violence occurred only when 
the assailant was intoxicated. 


As further, more in-depth research was undertaken, this theory lost credibility. Studies now show 
that, while alcohol or drugs may be used by an abuser, their function is to facilitate or excuse the 
violence rather than cause it. The disinhibiting role of intoxicants may affect the nature, timing and 
extent of the violence, but not the propensity to resort to violence. The work of Clifton (1982), 
Pressman (1983) and Berk et al (1983) refers to this reformulation of the role of alcohol and drugs in 
family violence. As Gelles (1979) comments: 


"The research evidence shows that people do get drunk and beat their wives and children, but 
they are fully aware of what they are doing. So aware in fact, that people will drink knowing 
that their inebriation will give them an excuse for their violence. Thus, the commonly assumed 
association between alcohol and violence tends to be spurious.” (p. 173) 


2.4.1.3 Victim precipitation of violence and abuse is a theory that has enjoyed great popularity 
over the years, as reflected in the writings of Freud and other well-known medical and social science 
works. Researchers have devoted much attention to studying victims in an effort to discover what it 
is about them that causes them to become victims. Both researchers and practitioners have tended 
to focus on the role of the victim, due in large part to the fact that it is usually the victims who 
request help and are, therefore, more available and accessible as subjects for study and intervention 
than are abusers. 


Theorists and practitioners have been all too ready to blame the victim or to share the blame around 
in terms of "dysfunctional families" and/or "violence-prone families". In recent years this tendency 
has been closely scrutinized by critics, with the result that many scholars and practitioners have 
modified (or are in the process of modifying) their approaches. Recent literature demonstrates a far 
greater impetus toward clearly identifying the perpetrator, assigning full responsibility for the choice 
of using violence to the perpetrator and recommending treatment for victims and perpetrators in 
separate, appropriate programs. The recent literature also shows an increasing tendency to 
scrutinize the role played by society’s cultural and political mores rather than focusing only on the 
individuals identified as victims or perpetrators of family violence. 


The issue of victim-blaming will be discussed in greater detail in subsequent sections of this review, 
in the context of the different types of family violence. 


2.4.1.4 The medical model or search for a "germ" to explain the causes of family violence (whether 
the germ be alcohol, madness, victim behaviour or any other single factor) is criticized by Gelles 
(1979) as "inappropriate to the analysis of social phenomena because it uses a biological metaphor 
for social behaviour" (p. 170). Gelles points to attempts at attributing family violence to the presence 
of an extra y-chromosome in male perpetrators as an example of this: he notes that the theory had 
been disproved as a viable explanation for violence by 1971, but was still being cited by some 
practitioners eight years later; he blames this on the desire to focus on a single source of pathology in 
order to arrive at a cure. 


13 


Another problem with this approach is the "fallacy of false time priority" (p. 171), i.e. perceiving the 
after-effects of violence as the causes of violence. Examples of this would include: assuming that 
paranoia and depression cause child abuse because abusive parents appear paranoid and depressed 
when they come into contact with medical or social service agencies; and assuming that battered 
women are beaten because they are hysterical or depressed, rather than perceiving the observed 
behaviour as a reaction to having been beaten. 


2.4.2 Sociological Approaches 


2.4.2.1 Socio-economic stress as a cause of family violence is a theory that gained its greatest 
currency in the late 1960s and early 1970s. According to this view, circumstances such as poverty, 
unemployment, poor housing, crowding, low occupational status and lack of education cause stress 
build-up which, combined with pressures in the family, leads to violent outbursts. (An example of 
this theoretical approach is Gil, 1971, who found that almost half the fathers of abused children were 
unemployed at the time of the violence.) This type of causal explanation was used in developing the 
now discredited theory that family violence is largely a phenomenon of the lower classes. That 
theory has been criticized for being based on findings drawn from study populations that have come 
to the attention of law enforcement and social welfare authorities, i.e. the lower socio-economic 
groups, generating a self-fulfilling prophecy. Gelles (1979) points to an association between abuse 
and socio-economic problems, but he does not attempt to draw causal links. Gelles and Gil both 
point out that family relationships can be undermined by socio-economic difficulties and that this 
can be reflected in violence among those individuals who cannot cope with stress in other ways. The 
corollary of this would be that more affluent people who react to stress with violence are still less 
likely to do so than those less affluent, due to fewer precipitating stresses in their lives. Thus, 
socio-economic stress may be seen as a precipitating factor in family violence rather than a cause of 
it. This enables a change of focus from victim-blaming ("the lower classes are more violent than the 
rest of us") to the need to alleviate socio-economic problems that make life difficult for families. 


Although external stresses do not contribute directly to family violence, they do contribute to 
internal stresses within individuals and families, and these are a direct cause of violence. 


2.4.2.2 Stress in family dynamics is often cited as a major cause of violence. The stresses are 
generated by a variety of factors: economic, social and psychological. Authors such as Straus (1980), 
Farrington (1980) and Sebastian (1983) have constructed theories of stress in family relationships 
resulting from the life-cycle changes occurring within the family and the expectations that society 
places on the family (e.g. providing necessities of life, socializing children). In addition, Farrington 
points to value and role conflicts within the family unit and the transference by individuals of 
stresses from the external world into the family milieu. He notes that, when faced with stressful 
situations, individuals and families will seek a response that gives them mastery over that situation. 
Violence may be one of these responses. Farrington comments that violence as a reaction to stress is 
likely to be of the "expressive" (irrational and impulsive) variety rather than "instrumental" in 
nature (i.e. a calculated response as in the case of punishment) and is, therefore, not usually directed 
at the actual cause of the problem. 


Sebastian (1983) notes that in many cases the victim has done nothing to justify the aggressor’s 
anger, which "probably stems from intrapersonal, environmental and social stress and sources for 
which the victim has no responsibility" (p. 186). Clearly, the choice to use violence is made by the 
aggressor; however, Farrington also blames victims, saying that they can knowingly contribute to 
the attacks through their own behaviour or characteristics. 


2.4.2.3 Power and status within the family unit are often a factor in both stress and violence. 
Finkelhor (1983) views abuse as "a response to perceived powerlessness" (p. 19). He, along with 
O’Brien (1974), Gelles (1979), Straus (1983), Farrington (1983), Clifton (1982), Whitehurst (1974) 
and many others, points to status inequalities based on age and sex as a primary factor in causing 
stress, and to the perceived need to maintain or assert superiority based on age and/or sex as a major 
cause for violent and abusive behaviour. Finkelhor states that the greater the power differential, the 
greater is the likelihood of abuse; he cites sexual abuse of girls by their fathers as a primary example 
of this (p. 18). These power differentials have long been sanctioned by society, as will be discussed 
below under "Structural/Political Approaches". 
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2.4.2.4 Resource/exchange theory is often used to explain the presence of violence in families. 
Gelles (1983) proposes an analytical framework based on exchange and social control: 


¢ human interaction is guided by the pursuit of rewards and the evidence of punishment and costs; 
and 

* people will use violence in the family if the costs of being violent do not outweigh the rewards. 
(oal5?) 


The social control aspect derives from efforts to prevent the violence in ways that would entail costs 
to the perpetrator (e.g. victim hitting back, imprisonment, loss of status). He writes: 


“Women and children may be the most frequent victims of family violence because they have no 
place to run and are not strong enough and do not possess sufficient resources to inflict costs on 
their attackers." (p. 159) 


Sebastian (1983) also points to the commonality, in child, wife and elder abuse, of greater 
dependency, which forces victims to put up with the abuse (p. 185). Gelles (1983) notes that, 
although being labelled as a wife beater or a child beater may cause men to lose status, they may 
actually gain status through violent behaviour in some subcultures where this is expected of a "real 
man" (p. 159). Berkowitz (1983) similarly observes that such behaviour may be used to elicit respect 
and approval from bystanders (p. 169). Furthermore, if status may be lost due to violent behaviour, 
explanations such as drunkenness or loss of control are likely to be invoked and to receive sympathy 
from the greater society. 


2.4.2.5 "Ordinary violence" is a theory advanced by Steinmetz, Gelles and Straus. These 
sociologists view violence as "normal" (i.e. occurring regularly) in families and attribute its presence 
to the structure of families and the socio-cultural norms applied to them, as well as to circumstances 
such as the isolation and high mobility of modern nuclear families. Put simply, "people hit and 
abuse other family members because they can" (Gelles, 1983, p. 157). The use of force within 
families is sanctioned by society to a considerable degree as, for example, in the case of punishment, 
or hitting for "a good reason" (Straus, 1980, p. 17). Straus (1980) points to the "stitch rule" as an 
example of society’s response to family violence: in many U.S. cities, police have tacitly observed a 
rule of no arrest in domestic disputes unless there is a wound requiring more than a specified 
number of stitches (p. 19). In summing up his exposition of "normal" or "ordinary" violence, Straus 
cites the following factors: 


¢ the learned association between love and violence, established from infancy by use of physical 
punishment; 

¢ the moral rightness, sanctioned by society, of using physical force as punishment for persistent 
wrongdoing; 

¢ the socially structured antagonism based on age and sex differences, and the assignment of roles 
based on these characteristics; 

¢ the notion of husband-father as "head of household” and the need to maintain this status by force, 
if necessary; 

¢ the lack of resources and alternatives for victims to escape a violent situation; 

¢ the high level of violence in other social settings, such as the expectation of boys proving them- 
selves through occasional fighting; 

¢ social isolation of families from kinship and community networks, which could help to resolve 
problems and also act as social controls. 


2.4.2.6 Is there a 'cycle of violence’? It is widely held that violence is a learned behaviour and a 
number of studies have indicated that children who experience or witness violence have the tendency 
to be violent in their own adulthood. The theory of intergenerational transmission of violence has 
many adherents among both the academic and clinical sectors. Earlier exponents of the theory, such 
as Gil (1971) and Kempe (1962), tended to take a rather deterministic view of the phenomenon; more 
recently published works take a less categorical cause-effect stance, and many question the 
assumption of intergenerational transmission. 


15 


Pressman (1983) cites a study in which violence was reported to have occurred in the families of 
origin of 81% of abusive husbands and 33% of abusive wives. Berlin and Krout (1986) cite studies 
showing that many adult male pedophiles were themselves victims of sexual abuse in childhood. 
They also point to evidence that sexual abuse recurs in families over several generations, as does 
Halliday (1985). 


Finkelhor (1984) also cites a number of studies showing a recurring cycle of sexual abuse; however, 
he is critical of their findings due to lack of control group comparisons. He notes that a history of 
sexual abuse may play a role in the tendency to become an abuser later in life, but he points out that 
most children who were molested do not become molesters, especially in the case of women. He 
refers to the need for further research to determine how victimization interacts with other factors in 
producing later abusive behaviour (p. 47-48). 


Bell (1986) writes that empirical evidence is derived from studies of abusing parents aimed at 
proving the intergenerational transmission of child battering. He cites a 1978 study by Hyman of 85 
cases known to the National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children (NSPCC), which 
showed that 31% of the mothers reported that they had been abused in childhood. However, Bell 
notes, no reference is made to comparative studies of non-abusing parents. 


Herrenkohl et al (1983) state that while the intergenerational transmission of violence is a dramatic 
phenomenon, studies show more deviations from the pattern than conformity to it. In their own 
research Herrenkohl et al focus on the use of physical punishment as well as other childhood factors 
in order to determine their relative influence on abusive behaviour in adulthood. The results of this 
research show that, while experience of abuse and neglect significantly increase the risk of becoming 
an abuser, other factors in both past and present life could equally influence behaviour in either 
positive or negative ways. 


British authors Stark and Flitcraft (1983) denounce theories of intergenerational transmission of 
undesirable behaviour as "social genetics" because of the (unfounded) assumption that "one social 
affliction leads inevitably, almost organically, to another...in a virtually unmediated way." Stark and 
Flitcraft are concerned with the way in which these theories are cited as justification for intervening 
in the lives of the poor, "treating" them for personal problems rather than alleviating the societal 
problems that underlie their poverty (p. 327-328). 


Herzberger (1983) refers to the trend in recent years toward criticizing the intergenerational or 
cyclical theories on the grounds of: 


¢ sample bias, i.e. selection of case studies without reference to control groups; and 
¢ misinterpretation or misreferencing of earlier studies. 


This view is supported by such authors as Clifton (1982), Straus (1983), Gelles (1983), Breines and 
Gordon (1984) and Erickson et al (1984). These authors say that the phenomenon needs to be 
researched in greater depth, with particular attention to sampling procedures, formulation of 
research hypotheses and interpretation of results. The consensus among these authors is that no 
single variable, past or present, accounts for the abuser’s behaviour, and that although an associa- 
tion can be found between past abuse and present abusiveness, this cannot be seen as a causal 
explanation. 


2.4.3 Structural/Political Approaches 


There is a growing trend among modern scholars and practitioners to take into account the inherent 
biases of our society when analyzing social phenomena such as family violence. The sociological 
approaches, outlined above, do this only partially: while they focus on both the micro and macro 
social factors, they do so without questioning the societal power structure in terms of its political 
underpinnings; i.e. the codifying, condoning and accepting of male dominance over women and 
children as the norm. The structural/political theorists point out that this outlook is so basic to the 
structure and functioning of our society, that it is reflected in our institutions, such as the legal 
system, academe and the helping professions. The fact that, in family violence, most victims are 
female and most abusers are male is not merely to be acknowledged as a manifestation of sexual 
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inequality; rather, it is interpreted as being intrinsic to the very nature of society and the way in 
which men and women are socialized. This type of interpretation is frequently referred to as being 
feminist and, indeed, many of its exponents are writing from a feminist perspective; however, the 
insights provided by these authors are now finding their way into the wider literature, as academics 
and practitioners grow more aware of the limitations of a frame of reference based on "masculine" 
values. Many writings in this category aim to remedy this imbalance by employing a woman-centred 
perspective. As Carter (1985) comments: 


"..it is by now a truism that males have defined, and explained the world thus far, through 
their own frame of reference and have had this interpretation accepted as the total human 
view..." (p. 4) 


Carter further notes that this one-sidedness is not necessarily deliberate. She quotes Spencer (1981) 
who says: 


"This is not necessarily malicious intent on the part of men, but a product of organization; while 
men have checked only with men it has been almost inevitable that women should be encoded 
as an absence or a deficiency." (p. 4) 


Some of the works in the structural/political group are more political in nature: they focus on 
countering the prevailing patriarchal approach. Others focus more on analyzing and criticizing 
current approaches and redefining the terms of reference for both research and practice in order to 
establish a societal context rather than a family or individual context for the problem. As Breines 
and Gordon (1984) write: 


"Individuals in our society inherit different degrees of power depending upon their sex, class, 
race and age. These differences are acted out in intimate relations. The family in particular is 
an institution that permits and sometimes even encourages its members psychologically and/or 
physically to hurt one another. But what requires emphasis is that people often hurt one 
another in recognizable patterns which mirror the power (or lack of it) that different family 
members hold in society." (p. 32) 


It should be noted that while in the area of family violence the main structural/political approach is 
feminist, i.e. based on gender, there are other similar approaches based on class - e.g. Marxist - and 
race as the salient factors. 


The work of Dobash and Dobash (1979; 1983; 1985) is among the best-known structural/political 
interpretations of the issue of wife assault, which they attribute to the patriarchal social attitudes 
that have been in place for many centuries, supported by the religious, cultural and legal systems. 
Using historical analysis as well as sociological study, they demonstrate how ingrained are the 
notions of husband’s authority and wife’s subservience to the extent that even today, when wife 
beating has become illegal, the centuries of explicit sanctioning of such behaviour have left their 
mark in current implicit acceptance of it. The work of Dobash and Dobash is frequently cited by 
other authors and many have explored these ideas further in their own work (e.g. Clifton, 1982; 
Kincaid, 1982; Pressman, 1983; Greenblatt, 1983; Washburne, 1983; Gondolf, 1985). 


2.4.3.1 Academic and Theoretical Aspects 


A major criticism levelled by structural/political analysts against much of the scholarship in the 
family violence field is that, by purporting to be empirical and objective, it either overlooks the 
structural and political influences or reflects and perpetuates them (see Breines and Gordon, 1984; 
Washburne, 1983; Greenblatt, 1983; Stark and Flitcraft, 1983; Wardell et al, 1983). Writing in 1983, 
Dobash and Dobash note that they had originally approached their research from the logical 
positivist (or empiricist) tradition which typifies most social science research. In contrast with the 
feminist research postulate that "the personal is political", the positivist method seeks to abstract 
personal experience into theories and models of behaviour, usually based on quantitative research 
methodologies. Referring to this as an attempt by social scientists to gain scientific legitimacy for 
their work comparable to that accorded to the natural sciences, Dobash and Dobash point out that 
this adherence to such methods as experimentation, surveys, abstracted measurement devices and 
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statistical manipulations ("methodological tickets to scientific respectability") has resulted in 
"intellectual blinkers and mindless adherence to a sterile sophistication” (p. 263). They emphasize 
the importance of historical understanding and the consideration of personal, social, institutional 
and political contexts (p. 265). They note that the types of evidence and observations gathered in 
social science research are dependent upon theory and ideology and, therefore, are not "neutral." In 
analyzing and comparing the findings of studies then, it is necessary also to analyze and compare the 
underlying theories, methodologies and methods (p. 265-266). 


Breines and Gordon (1984) write that family violence must be seen not as a set of isolated events, 
but as a result of the social context that accords power based on inequalities of gender and genera- 
tion. They criticize empiricist research that "relies exclusively on measurable, institutionalized data 
and on observable evidence, asking only questions answerable by yes or no or with numbers’ (p. 5-6). 
They point out that family violence involves social and cultural factors which cannot always be 
quantified; qualitative and theoretical analysis must complement the empiricist research. 


Stark and Flitcraft (1983) state that social scientists show little or no recognition of the fact that the 
images they convey about women and families are a form of "intellectual promotion." They write: 


"Unlike anthropologists who maintain a certain self-conscious humility in the face of alien 
experience, sociologists, psychologists and social service providers refuse to recognize how their 
image of abuse affects it and shapes it, highlighting or repressing certain details and certain 
principles, all the while establishing a certain command over the subjects they claim merely to 
be studying or helping. (p. 333) 


The authors point out that there is an inherent contradiction in holding the idea that abused women 
are incapable of interpolating their own situation politically (thus requiring sociological study to 
bring about an understanding of it), while at the same time claiming that this situation is stable 
enough to be a legitimate subject for research. 


Wardell et al (1983) acknowledge recent shifts in the literature toward a greater understanding and 
acceptance of non-sexist approaches to studying family violence, notably wife assault; however, they 
are also critical of the newer literature for continuing to reflect sexist biases which are inherent in 
science itself and scientific method. They cite many of the arguments noted in the preceding section 
(Sociological Approaches) regarding sample bias, self-reporting, lack of control group data and false 
correlations as used in exploring and establishing the "differences" between battered and 
non-battered women. Wardell et al are also critical of the assumptions of "provocation" and "learned 
helplessness" which often form the basis of research on wife battering: they view these as theories 
based on sexist stereotyping. 


2.4.3.2 Clinical and Practice Aspects 


Since the findings of researchers tend ultimately to find their way into application by practitioners, 
similar criticisms of treatment approaches have appeared in recent years (e.g. Stark and Flitcraft, 
1983, 1985; Sinclair, 1985; Dobash and Dobash, 1985; Maynard, 1985; Gondolf, 1985). Levine (1984) 
summarizes the feminist critique of established tenets of theory and practice in the helping 
professions: the tendency is to blame the individual, particularly women, and this is reflected not 
only in direct treatment but also in the blaming of women for the problems of other family members. 
Levine writes that women who seek help through the traditional agencies and services are often told 
to adjust to their situation rather than attempt to change it: 


",, individual, not collective solutions; individual pathology, instead of social conditions; 
weakness rather than strength; the psyche, unrelated to the economic and political conditions 
of women’s lives; and the authority of male experts, male management and male 
decision-makers in and beyond the home." 

(from Lichtenstein, Waisberg and Small, 1984, reprinted from Canadian Dimension) 


Levine cites literature from the helping professions to illustrate some of the assumptions about 


women which influence therapeutic practices: that a woman’s identity depends upon whom she 
marries; that her appropriate role is that of wife, mother and homemaker; and that her feelings 
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about this role should be altruistic and happy. Levine sees the prescriptive tone of these assump- 
tions as unfair to women, defining their lives according to a narrow view of their interests, capacities 
and needs. In contrast, Levine elaborates on feminist counselling, which places women’s problems 
into their structural and political context. 


Breines and Gordon (1984) consider that the problem of family violence as a whole can be understood 
only by analyzing the different forms that it takes. The following sections of this review will 
examine various aspects of family violence and, in the process, will elaborate on some of the themes 
which have been referred to in this chapter. 
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3. Child Abuse 

3.1 Physical Abuse 

3.1.1 Definition 

The physical abuse of children is defined as: 


",..any non-accidental form of injury or harm (visible or invisible) inflicted by a caretaker on a 
child under 16..." (Ontario Association of Professional Social Workers, 1983) 


",..the use of physical force or action which causes physical injury to a child. The force used 
exceeds what is commonly considered ‘reasonable discipline’." (Wiebe, 1985, p. 24) 


Injuries may include bruises, fractures, bites, cuts, burns and internal injuries. 
3.1.2 Incidence 


The true prevalence of child physical abuse is unknown, since only the most extreme cases tend to 
come to the attention of public authorities. It is generally acknowledged that reported cases of abuse 
constitute only "the tip of the iceberg" (Owen, 1986). The dramatic rise in the numbers of reported 
cases is viewed as more attributable to improved (and compulsory) reporting systems than to an 
actual increase in abuse. Ghent et al (1985) write: 


",..there is general agreement that under-reporting continues. Additionally, the lack of a 
universal definition of child abuse and the under-recognition of existing cases make estimating 
the actual incidence of child abuse very difficult. Robinson maintains that over 8 000 cases of 
physical abuse occur each year in Canada. This coincides with a general estimate of the extent 
of child abuse of 250 to 350 cases per million population." (p. 543) 


Parmenter (1985) provides several explanations for the under-reporting and under-recognition of 
physical abuse: 


¢ teachers may be unwilling to antagonize parents by reporting them, or may be forbidden to do so 
by their superiors; 

¢ doctors may invoke the concept of confidentiality in not reporting patients who are abusive parents; 

¢ the abuse may not come to anyone’s attention, especially if the child is very young since such 
children are likely to be kept at home and are unable to speak out; and 

e if the parents’ explanation for the child’s injuries appears consistent with the nature of the 
injuries, a report may not be made. (p. 4-5) 


Furthermore, Parmenter notes, there are administrative factors in the under-reporting of abuse: for 
example, in Ontario not all cases of verified abuse are placed on the registry; when the case seems to 
be an isolated event and no pattern of abuse is established, the fact that the parents’ names will 
remain in the registry for 25 years may act as a deterrent to reporting. Another potential deterrent 
is the fact that parents may seek to have their names expunged from the registry, a process entailing 
adversarial court proceedings; this may affect the decision of social workers, who have large 
caseloads and must spend considerable time in investigating and verifying abuse, to take action 

(p. 5). 


3.1.3 Causes and Factors 


Historically, children have been viewed as chattels of their parents, who have been free to treat their 
children as they wish. Present-day concepts of child nurturance, care and development are "a very 
modern view, highly learned and far from instinctive.” (Pressman, 1983, p. 89) The maltreatment of 
children has been justified over the centuries as being necessary for discipline and training. Even 
today, notions of ownership and the right to use physical force for punishment and training are 


21 


echoed in Canadian law, which allows for the use of "reasonable" force against children. The 
standards of reasonableness vary according to the morals and values of a given era. Owen (1986) 
comments: 


"The social sanctioning of corporal punishment, particularly in Britain and much of the 
English-speaking world and its ex-colonies, clearly has links with the battering of children at 
home." (p. 112) 


Thus, physical abuse is frequently interpreted as punishment that has been carried too far. 


Various explanations - psychological, sociological and structural/political - have been advanced 
regarding the physical abuse of children. 


3.1.3.1 Psychological explanations, which were at their most popular and influential in the 1960s 
and early 1970s, tend to focus on parental, usually maternal, failures. Abusive parents are referred 
to as deviant, pathological, neurotic or psychotic. Gelles (1979) and Breines and Gordon (1984) 
summarize some of the best-known aspects of the psychopathology explanation as it has been 
articulated in earlier literature on child abuse: 


¢ abusers are seen as immature people who expect children to behave as adults; 

¢ there may be a "role reversal", whereby the parents expect the child to provide them with love, 
approval and a sense of importance; 

¢ abusive parents are self-centred, immature and lacking in impulse control; 

¢ abusive parents were abused as children and are repeating what they experienced at the hands of 
their own parents. 


In his critique of the psychopathology approach (discussed in the preceding chapter of this review), 
Gelles (1979) remarks that the authors in this body of literature rarely agree upon the combination 
of traits that characterize child abusers. He also points out that much of the analysis is based on 
after-the-fact observation: 


"Analyzed after the fact, it seems obvious that a parent who beats his child almost to the point 
of death has poor emotional control...This type of analysis does not distinguish the behavior in 
question from the explanation." (p. 31-32) 


Gelles also refers to sampling bias, in that most of the data are derived from the caseloads of doctors, 
psychiatrists and/or other practitioners and are, therefore, neither representative (because most 
abusers do not present themselves for treatment) nor complete (because no control groups have been 
established for comparison). Bell (1986) concurs with the views expressed by Gelles with regard to 
the psychopathology approach, noting that even studies conducted more recently, using more 
rigourous methods, have nonetheless failed to establish a typology of the abusive personality. 


Another psychological theory that has been widely used is the concept of maternal bonding. Breines 
and Gordon (1984) write that this theory is based on studies of animal behaviour; it has been applied 
to humans as a means of predicting the likelihood of child abuse by observing the behaviour of 
mothers during pregnancy, birth and the early weeks of the infant’s life. The assumptions 
underlying this approach are that: 


",..the maternal-infant bond is the key developmental factor for the infant, men are unlikely to 
be optimal parents, and it is doubtful whether institutionalized child care can provide for good 
infant development. It is mothers and mothers alone who are motivated and able to nurture 
their infants, and who, implicitly, can harm them." (p. 9) 


Breines and Gordon cite some critiques of the above viewpoint: the exclusive blaming of mothers; 
the unproven assumption of a specific, critical period of bonding soon after birth; and the unproven 
assumption that motherhood must be full-time and exclusive. They criticize as sexist the idea that 
women have the sole responsibility for their children’s success or failure in life. 
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Cole (1985) carries the above argument further, saying that male abusers are often "excused" 
because they are seen as having been abused (probably by their mothers) in their own childhood, 
while female abusers are faulted for "subverting nature" (p. 29). Furthermore, Cole criticizes the 
theory that immaturity and role reversal cause parents to expect too much from their children: 


"Society, until recently rocked by the demands and insights of the women’s movement, insisted 
that child-rearing was the only way a woman could fulfil herself in life. Why should we be 
surprised that women want to get something out of it?” (p. 29) 


3.1.3.2 Social and sociological explanations take several forms, based on two main sets of factors: 


¢ social dynamics within the family; and 
¢ the external social environment. 


A number of authors refer to the intergenerational transmission of child-rearing values that rely on 
the use of force. This cycle of violence theory was discussed in the preceding chapter of the present 
review. As was noted, there is considerable disagreement surrounding that theory: strong correla- 
tions have been shown in studies of abusive parents, but there has not been sufficient study of 
non-abusive parents to test the validity of the assumption of causation if it is to be applied 
predictively among the general population. 


Stress and crises in the lives of parents are often cited as a major cause of violence toward children. 
These stresses may arise within the family itself (e.g. serious illness, marriage breakup) or from 
social conditions (e.g. poverty). 


An example of intra-family stress cited by Gelles (1979) is unwanted pregnancy. Gelles notes that 
this can cause a great deal of stress in the family, resulting in aggression against the unwanted child. 


Another type of stress arises from the perceived transgression of behavioural norms, whereby the 
child’s behaviour is the immediate trigger for abuse. Krugman (1986) mentions examples such as 
continuous crying by infants and lack of bladder and bowel control in toddlers (p. 16). Again, the 
choice to respond with violence is made by the parents, and may be based on the norms they 
encountered in childhood or on the norms they perceive in their surrounding socio-cultural milieu. 


Social isolation is another stress factor. Lack of contact with others outside the nuclear family 
removes potential sources of both support and control. Mobility may contribute further to this 
situation, as relocating is not only stressful in itself but also uproots families from whatever 
support/control systems might have been close at hand, leaving families in isolation until they are 
able to establish new networks. Bell (1986) cites several studies that indicate a higher than average 
degree of mobility in families where there is abuse. 


The impact of stress-producing socio-economic conditions, such as unemployment, poverty and 
racism, on violence against children was first explored in depth by Gil (1971), whose work is 
frequently cited in the literature. Gelles (1979) refers to the work of both Gil and O’Brien (1971) to 
demonstrate the stress potential of unemployment upon families. The unemployment referred to in 
these studies is that of the husband-father, the "classically dominant member" (Gelles, 1979, p. 35) of 
the nuclear family, who may express his frustration at failing to achieve the expected superior status 
through violence against his family. Several studies cited by Gelles show correlations between 
paternal unemployment and child abuse. (Later studies suggest that this correlation may be more 
due to the increased time spent by the father in the home than to the unemployment itself. This will 
be discussed further in the next section, Victims and Perpetrators.) However, Gelles warns against 
drawing simplistic conclusions based on simultaneous rises in both the unemployment and abuse 
rates. 


Gelles (1979) is critical of the labelling of abusers based on stereotypical assumptions. He states 
that it is wrong to "build up a mental inventory” (p. 49) of the characteristics which have been 
associated with child abuse and then assume that any person possessing these characteristics, who 
shows up in the emergency room with an injured child, is an abuser (and, conversely, it is equally 
wrong to assume that someone in the same situation who does not fit the stereotype, is not an 
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abuser). Another caveat pertains to the tendency to label families of "socially marginal status" 

(i.e. ethnic/racial minorities, low income) as child abusers, while according the benefit of the doubt to 
families of higher status. He remarks that "the poor are public": their behaviour receives more 
scrutiny and intervention by public authorities than the lives of the more affluent. 


Finally, as Krugman (1986) points out, all these stress factors - poverty, history of family violence, 
unwanted children, unemployment - do not in themselves cause abuse. He writes: 


"_..The reality is that there are many unemployed families...and many adolescent parents and 
many very poor parents who take wonderful care of their children. Poverty alone or 
unemployment alone does not explain abuse." (p. 17) 


He notes, as do Gelles (1979), Pressman (1983) and Breines and Gordon (1984) that violence results 
from a combination of factors rather than from any single cause. 


3.1.3.3 Structural/political explanations focus on the questions of gender and power. Pressman 
(1983) cites a U.S. survey, carried out in 1968, which showed high rates of approval for corporal 
punishment by parents and teachers for "proper cause" (p. 97). She comments: 


"The lesson is not that hitting is inappropriate but that physical strength and power are the 
appropriate means of controlling behaviour.” (p. 97) 


Cole (1985) views this as the expression of power, by the power hierarchy, through violence, noting 
that punitive and authoritarian practices appear to be the norm for controlling children (p. 24-25). 
She writes: 


"From a feminist perspective, the numerous conditions under which anyone can scream at a 
child, pull him, push her, precisely because we are in a position of power in relation to children, 
should be recognized as, if not abusive, then at least too close to abusive for comfort." (p. 26) 


Washburne (1983) refers to the relative dearth of studies on child abuse from a feminist perspective. 
She says that this may be due in part to the professionalization of the child abuse field through the 
health and social service systems. Nonetheless, she writes, this is an area that requires recognition 
of its roots in unequal power relationships in families. Washburne considers that feminists have 
tended to gloss over the question of women’s violence toward their children, and she says that this 
must be acknowledged and discussed in the context of women’s oppression in the family and in 
society: 


“Women are expected to be the major caretakers of children, yet have few supports for that 
task; women are more invested in their children’s behavior and accomplishments since they 
have primary responsibility for maintaining the family; women have fewer options than men 
for self-fulfillment and self definition outside the family. It is not surprising, then, that some 
women displace their frustration and anger on their children, the family members who are less 
powerful than they.” (p. 291) 


In a similar vein, Breines and Gordon (1984) state that two factors indicate the relevance of gender 
divisions and sexism to the analysis: 


* women are almost always the primary parent; and 


¢ child physical abuse is the only form of family violence in which women are the perpetrators as 
often as men are. 


They note that even sociologists, such as Gelles and Straus, tend to discuss gender only in relation to 
men, as in references to the impact of unemployment and poverty on fathers (p. 16). 


Another structural factor discussed by Breines and Gordon (1984) is that of culturally-biased values 
and the relativity of definitions of abuse. They refer to a study by Giovannoni and Becerra in 1975 
and 1976, which showed racial, ethnic and class differences in defining acceptable behaviour. While 
few differences were discovered in the tendency to tolerate mistreatment, Giovannoni and Becerra 
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did find varying standards for defining it. This indicates the need for qualitative as well as quantita- 
tive study and (as suggested by Gelles in work cited above) the avoidance of labelling according to 
assumptions about racial, ethnic, class and/or cultural characteristics. 


3.1.4 Victims and Perpetrators 
3.1.4.1 Victims 


Among the characteristics of children who are at risk for physical abuse, authors (Gelles, 1979; 
O’Toole et al, 1983; Burgess and Garbarino, 1983; Cole, 1985; Bell, 1986; Krugman, 1986) identify 
the following: 


¢ unwanted child; 

¢ step-child; 

¢ foster family; 

¢ very young (3 months to 3 years); 

¢ premature birth or perinatal complications; and 
¢ physical or mental handicap or poor health. 


These characteristics do not cause violence, but may be precipitating factors in the use of violence by 
parents. 


3.1.4.2 Perpetrators 


Abusive parents come from all strata of society, although, as noted above, it is usually those of lower 
socio-economic status who come to the attention of authorities. Some authors (e.g. Burgess and 
Garbarino, 1983) continue to believe that child abuse is a lower-class phenomenon, based on studies 
such as Gil (1971), but most recent works do not propound this point of view. 


A number of authors cite family size as a factor, saying that parents of larger families are more 
likely to be abusive (e.g. Gil, 1971; Gelles, 1979). Parents who abuse alcohol or drugs are also seen 
as potential child abusers, but the substance abuse is viewed as an indicator rather than a cause of 
the physical violence. Bell (1986) cites studies showing varying degrees of correlation between 
substance abuse and child abuse; he points out that none of this is proof of causation (p. 5). 


Young parents, especially young single mothers are identified as a high risk group by Ghent et al 
(1985) and Burgess and Garbarino (1983). Ghent et al provide the following table for use by medical 
practitioners in identifying families at risk for child abuse: 


Mother: 

¢ under the age of 20; 

* unmarried; 

¢ raised in foster home; 

¢ parents separated before she was 15; 

¢ neglected or abused; 

¢ sibling neglected or abused; 

¢ does not want baby; 

¢ unwilling or unable to bring child’s father to interview; 
¢ grossly overweight or underweight now or in past. 


Father: 
¢ does not want baby; 
¢ absent most of time. 


Family: 

¢ other children require special help or treatment; 

¢ history of poor dietary habits, indifference to importance of nutrition; 
e living in poverty; 
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¢ alcohol or drug abuse; 
* parents receiving psychiatric or social service care. 


It is interesting to note the prominence accorded to the mother’s characteristics; indeed, of the two 
characteristics listed for fathers, one (absent most of time) reflects more on the mother’s behaviour 
toward the child in the father’s absence than to any action on the part of the father himself. 


There has been a tendency, in the literature on child abuse, to focus exclusively on mothers. (The 
feminist critique of this approach has already been noted.) The studies that provide evidence of the 
predominance of mothers in child battering have tended to limit their samples only to mothers 
(Martin, 1983) and are, therefore, subject to the same methodological criticisms that apply to other 
self-fulfilling hypotheses. It is more useful, then, to examine studies that compare maternal and 
paternal rates of abuse. 


Gelles (1979) cites studies from the late 1960s and early 1970s showing that the abusers are often 
female: in one study (Bennie and Sclare, 1969) this was found in 7 of 10 cases examined and in 
another (Steele and Pollock, 1968), in 50 of 57 cases; these samples are rather small and it is not 
mentioned how they were selected. Other studies showed women to be abusers in 50% of the cases 
(Zalba, 1971; Gil, 1971); Gelles notes that Gil’s comments on his own results refer to the pre- 
dominance of female-headed households in his sample as a possible reason for this figure. Gelles 
(1979) provides his own explanation for the high representation of women as child abusers: 


"One explanation for this is that the child threatens or interferes with the mother’s identity and 
esteem more than it does the father’s. (Except where the father cannot fill the provider role, 
and children can be seen as a threat to his identity and esteem..." (p. 34) 


Martin (1983) notes that the "pecking order" concept of hierarchy within families (husband abuses 
wife, wife abuses children) has led to neglect in studying male abusive parents. She cites a 1978 
American Humane Association study, based on a large survey sample of both sexes, which showed 
substantial involvement by both parents: males were perpetrators in 55% of cases and females in 
45%. Martin’s review of research from the late 1970s and early 1980s reveals that many studies 
exclude fathers, and in using terms such as "child abuser" and "parent" are actually referring to the 
mother; others examine both parents but still place the primary focus on the mother. Martin also 
notes that even when the mother is not the actual perpetrator, many studies fault her if her children 
are abused by others, e.g. for failing to be with the child, for allowing someone else to care for the 
child or for provoking her husband into attacking the child (p. 300). Martin closes by stating the 
importance of paying attention to "frequently unstated, untested assumptions concerning the role 
and responsibilities of mothers and fathers in abusive families" (p. 300). 


Bell (1986) says there is some evidence that mothers are more likely than fathers to be abusive. He 
cites two studies. One (Benedict et al, 1985) identifies the mother as the abuser in 38.7% of cases 
and the father in 18.4% (rising to 31% when stepfathers and boyfriends are included); the other 
study (Creighton, 1979) finds that mothers/mother substitutes are the suspected abuser in 44% of 
cases and fathers/father substitutes in 46.5%. 


One of the reasons often mentioned for the relatively high rate of child abuse by women is the fact 
that they usually spend far more time caring for children than do men. This explanation is also 
applied to the correlation between male unemployment and child abuse, i.e. the father is spending 
more time in the company of, or caring for, the children. Breines and Gordon (1984) consider it 
highly significant that men, who have far less caregiving responsibility and spend less time generally 
with children, are still identified as perpetrators in half the cases of physical abuse (p. 14). 


Several authors (e.g. Pressman, 1983; Straus, 1983; Cole, 1985; Erickson et al, 1984) note that child 


beating often occurs in conjunction with wife beating. Cole writes that this is true of 20% of the 
cases in which men are found to be physically abusing their children (p. 28). 
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3.1.5 Effects 


The short-term effects of physical abuse, i.e. the physical injuries, usually heal except when there 
has been extreme battering, which may lead to long-term disability. However, the abuse has long- 
term effects which are less visible. Wiebe (1985) lists some of these: 


¢ fearfulness; 

¢ aggressive behaviour; 

¢ developmental problems; 

¢ poor social skills, due to inability to trust others; 
¢ low self-esteem. (p. 24-25) 


Bell (1986) lists the following sequelae of physical abuse: 


"Physical -- Ocular damage, bone deformity, scars, paraplegia, growth dysfunction, neurological 
dysfunction, developmental retardation. 


Psychosocial -- Developmental retardation, minimal brain dysfunction, cognitive/intellectual 
dysfunction, hyperactivity/hypoactivity, emotional/affective disturbance, aggressiveness, 
delinquency, substance abuse.” (p. 59) 


He comments that, as with other research in the area of abuse, there are caveats regarding methodo- 
logical weaknesses: small sample size, limited follow-up, inappropriate assessment methods. 
However, Bell accepts the evidence of some studies of possible long-term effects on the physical, 
cognitive and social development of children who have been abused. For example, he cites a study 
(Kline, 1977) of 137 cases, whereby it was found that 27% were in classes for the educationally 
subnormal, learning disabled or emotionally disturbed. (One may question, following the points 
raised by Gelles about the fallacy of false time priority, whether these deficiencies existed before the 
abuse or only after it had occurred.) Bell also refers to studies showing links between child abuse 
and later antisocial behaviour, e.g. delinquency, substance abuse. He notes that similar findings are 
used in support of the theory of intergenerational transmission of violence; however, Bell also cites 
other studies (Baron et al, 1970; Elmer, 1977) which show that other environmental and structural 
factors have greater influence on subsequent behaviour than the fact of having been physically 
abused. He writes: 


"While there is evidence of some important sequelae to childhood abuse, caution must be 
exercised as regards cause and effect and the influence of confounding variables such as socio- 
economic status and other related factors. There is a need for more longitudinal assessment in 
follow-up studies, as in Elmer (1977) rather than reliance on single-point investigations; if the 
latter are used they should include repeated measures as a minimum requirement. A combina- 
tion of cross-sectional and sequential strategies would be the optimal research path in this 
area." (p. 60) 


3.1.6 Identifying and Determining Physical Abuse 


The health and social service literature identifies a number of symptoms which, if several are 
present, may be warning signs that a child is being physically abused. The Ontario Association of 
Professional Social Workers (1983) lists the physical signs of abuse (burns, cuts, bruises, abrasions, 
fractures, etc.) as well as parental and child behavioural indicators: 


Parent: 

* uses discipline inappropriate to child’s age, condition and/or transgression; 

¢ offers illogical, unconvincing, contradictory, or no explanation of child’s injury; attempts to conceal 
child’s injury or to protect identity of the person(s) responsible; 

* appears unconcerned about child’s injury or condition; 

¢ seems to view child as "bad" or cause of life problems; 

¢ often angry, impatient, loses or almost loses control; 

¢ misuses alcohol or chemicals; 
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* resists initial attempt at discussion of child’s condition or family situation, views approaches with 
apparent suspicion; 

* suggests or indicates feeling very alone, carrying responsibility alone; 

¢ indicates poor understanding of normal child development. 


Child: 

¢ wary of physical contact with adults; 

seems afraid of parents or other adults; 

apprehensive in the face of adult disapproval; 

apprehensive when other children cry; 

shows extremes in behaviour: aggression, withdrawal; 

seems sad, unhappy, anxious, poor self-esteem; 

shows developmental lag; 

frequently absent from school or day care, returns with healing signs of bruises; 
resists undressing; 

takes over parenting role in family; 

poor social relationships with peers; 

arrives early, stays late at school, appears reluctant to go home; 
is over-anxious to please. (p. 13) 


Erickson et al (1984) provide extensive lists of physical and behavioural signs of maltreatment, 
intended for use by teachers, who may often be the first to identify and report abuse. In addition to 
the behaviours identified by the Ontario Association of Professional Social Workers (O.A.P.S.W.), 
they point to: unruly and violent behaviour in the school setting; and complaining that physical 
activity causes pain or discomfort (p. 82-83). They also list warning signs to look for in parental 
behaviour, similar to those noted by the O.A.P.S.W. Erickson et al emphasize that none of the listed 
symptoms should be seen in isolation as the principal factor in abuse: it is necessary to look for 
recurring patterns and multiple symptoms. Wiebe (1985) provides a similar list, with the same 
caveats. In its Domestic Violence Protocol Manual, the Canadian Association of Social Work 
Administrators in Health Facilities (1986) states that social work intervention may be needed where: 


¢ a parent or guardian comes to the facility and expresses fear of losing control and hurting a child; 

* a parent or guardian expresses vague concerns about a child that are not substantiated by 
discernible distress to the child; 

¢ achild is brought into the facility for treatment of trauma that is unexplained or is inconsistent 
with the explanation; 

¢ a child is failing to thrive but there is no satisfactory medical explanation; 

¢ an at-risk child appears for treatment (e.g. a child who has already been referred for protective 
service); 

¢ achild with a history of sexual assault or abuse appears for treatment or is referred; or 

¢ a patient in a psychiatric hospital, or relative of the patient, gives information which causes 
suspicion of child abuse in the family. (p. 10) 


Ghent et al (1985) provide similar information for use in medical settings. These include physical 
and behavioural symptoms, as well as a sampling of parental explanations that are intended to 
conceal the abuse: 


“Common explanations include the following: the child fell from a chair, a lap or down the 
stairs; the child was running away scared; a sibling caused the injury; or the hot water was 
turned on by mistake. These are inconsistent explanations that should at least warn the 
physician that further investigation is necessary." (p. 544) 


The symptoms and characteristics of child abuse are well documented; however, Gelles (1979) warns 
that the labelling of abusers and abused is carried out by "gatekeepers" in the helping professions, 
who often colour these symptoms with their own prejudices. Thus he asks: 


"(e.g. Is low socioeconomic status causally related to child abuse, or are people from the lower 
socioeconomic groups more likely to be labeled child abusers?)" (p. 59) 
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Noting that the private nature of families makes identification of abuse difficult, Gelles gives 
examples of the criteria that are used to establish deviations from normal parent-child interaction. 
These include physical signs, negative parent-child interactive behaviour and discrepancies between 
the nature of injuries and parents’ explanation for them. Such criteria may often lead to stereo- 
typing: they "become an occupational shorthand by which agencies can expedite their discovery, 
investigation and provision of services to families labeled abusive." (p. 67) Gelles also notes that: 


"Because of problems of definition and labeling, we may only be treating a very narrow portion 
of the true population of abusers and our treatment methods may be totally inadequate to deal 
with the unrecognized population of abusers and abused.” (p. 46) 


O’Toole et al (1983) report their research on the diagnosis by medical professionals of child abuse. 
They write that, in the absence of direct observation of the violence, nurses and physicians must 
infer what has happened. In an experimental study using vignettes (emergency room forms, in this 
instance) O’Toole et al discovered that the judgments of physicians were affected by considerations of 
socio-economic status and race, as well as by the level of injury. Nurses tended to base their assess- 
ments primarily on the physical injury. The researchers suggest further study of the roles played by 
different professionals and agencies in identifying and reporting child abuse. 


3.1.7 Prevention, Protection and Treatment 
3.1.7.1 Prevention 


The two principal concepts of prevention of child physical abuse operate at micro-level: screening of 
mother-infant interaction, and macro-level: preventive education through the school system. A 
third type of prevention, widespread efforts at changing public attitudes, has emerged in recent 
years and is being implemented in some countries. 


The screening of mothers in the perinatal and postnatal periods is an approach which was suggested 
in the early 1960s. This approach was very much in keeping with the psychopathological orientation 
of contemporary thought on child abuse, which focused on deficiencies in the mother and failures in 
mother-baby bonding. The aim of the screening procedure was to identify mothers who were likely 
to abuse their children; this was to be done through close observation prior to the birth, during 
labour and delivery and in the first six weeks of the infant’s life. Breines and Gordon (1984) list 
some of the warning signs defined for the screening process: 


¢ mother’s concern about weight gain during pregnancy; 

¢ parents from abusive backgrounds; 

¢ mother hostile or passive toward the baby while in the delivery room; 
¢ mother fails to make eye contact with the baby or hold it face-to-face; 
¢ mother finds the baby too demanding at feeding time. (p. 9) 


Breines and Gordon write that the basis for the screening is whether or not the mother shows 
appropriate acceptance of the child and of motherhood immediately, at birth. One of the other main 
criteria is that the mother should strive to be with her infant at all times, i.e. not wanting to be with 
the baby all the time is seen as a danger signal. 


Despite more recent criticisms of the psychopathological approach, the above type of technique is 
still employed. Cole (1985) writes that some British hospitals assign a nurse or social worker to 
every woman who is admitted to give birth; the objective is to determine whether or not she is a 
high-risk individual (p. 35). 


Bell (1986) notes the weaknesses of instituting a mass screening system, in terms of error margins, 
(high rates of false positives). He cites a comment made by the developer of one such screening 
instrument (Stuart, 1979) who questions whether any social service network could deal effectively 
with such a high rate of error (p. 61). 
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Prevention through education mirrors the sociological approach to family violence, and is currently 
the most widely accepted form of preventive action. The vehicle for preventive education is usually. 
seen as the formal school system, through family life education courses. The aim is to reach children 
and adolescents when they are still open to socialization, providing them with messages about 
appropriate behaviour in family settings and dispelling myths about family roles and responsi- 
bilities. Pressman (1983) notes that this approach has been recommended in many writings on the 
subject of family violence, including the Standing Committee on Health, Welfare and Social Affairs 
in Child Abuse and Neglect, Report to the House of Commons, First Session, Thirteenth Parliament, 
1974, 1975 and 1976 (p. 127). 


Pressman (1983) and Erickson et al (1984) provide detailed proposals for school-based family life 
education programs. Both of these involve preparing students for marriage and parenthood, 
including practical aspects such as financial management and child care. Pressman’s suggested 
program focuses on: communication skills; conflict resolution and problem solving; and clarification 
of values (i.e. awareness of myths, stereotypes, illusions and personal histories). Erickson et al 
describe a similar program aimed at the U.S. social environment, and including a separate section 
for teenage parents. 


Bell (1986) says there is a need for evaluation studies to determine the effectiveness of these 
programs; he points out that they must be seen as a long-term measure in terms of having any 
appreciable impact. 


In addition to programs for children and adolescents, Pressman (1983), Erickson et al (1984) and Bell 
(1986) refer to proposals for continuing education and community-based programs for adults. 


Public awareness, public education, legislation and campaigns to change public attitudes are reflec- 
tions of the structural/political view of family violence: they consider fundamental restructuring of 
socio-cultural assumptions to be essential to preventing violence. Bell (1986) offers the examples of 
Sweden and Denmark, which have passed laws prohibiting the use of physical punishment by 
guardians. Other examples of the societal approach would include reinforcement of the message that 
child abuse, and family violence in general, are unacceptable to our society, and that this fact will be 
reflected in legislation and law enforcement practices. (A recent Canadian analogy may be found in 
the measures being taken against drunk driving.) 


3.1.7.2 Protection appears in the literature in discussions of legislation, law enforcement and 
health and social services. Canada, like other industrialized countries, has child protection laws at 
the national level. In addition, all Canadian provinces have legislation for this purpose. These laws 
forbid the abuse of children, require the reporting of child abuse to the proper authorities by persons 
who know of cases, and set penalties for abusers. 


Parmenter (1985), however, writes that children are not always protected by the law, because the 
Criminal Code allows for "reasonable" physical disciplining of children. It is often left up to indi- 
vidual judges to decide on the dividing line between reasonable and unreasonable corporal 
punishment. Owen (1986) similarly observes that there are problems caused by differing norms of 
interpretation, in both the U.S. and the U.K., in discerning between reasonable and abusive physical 
force. 


With respect to reporting requirements, Ghent et al (1985) say that in Canada abuse continues to be 
under-reported. They attribute this to the lack of a universal definition of child abuse. 


The protection of actual and potential victims of child abuse includes the identification stage, i.e. a 
report of suspected abuse, and an intervention stage. The report may be made by a nurse or physi- 
cian, a teacher, a neighbour or a concerned friend or relative. Health professionals and teachers are 
usually seen as the main sources of such reports. If the family is already involved with social 
agencies a social worker is likely to be the person who reports the abuse. 
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Intervention may entail law enforcement if the abuse is sufficiently severe so as to be prosecuted as 
an act of criminal assault. More often it involves intervention by social service agencies. Protocols 
and procedures have been developed for social workers who deal with families that have been identi- 
fied as being at risk for or involved in the physical abuse of children. 


For families at risk for child abuse, the Ontario Association of Professional Social Workers (1983) 
recommends the following measures as a means of reducing the likelihood of abuse: 


¢ helping parents to have more appropriate expectations of parenting performance and child 
behaviour; 

¢ enhancing parent-child bonding, emotional ties and communication; 

¢ increasing parents’ skills in coping with the stresses of infant and child care; 

¢ increasing parents’ skills in coping with the stress of caring for a child with special needs; 

¢ reducing family isolation and loneliness; 

¢ increasing access to and use by the whole family of community health, welfare and recreational 
services; 

¢ increasing parental skill at home/child management, and in interpersonal relationships so they are 
more satisfying and rewarding; 

¢ improving living conditions and reducing economic hardship; 

¢ teaching new ways to handle anger, frustration and multiple stresses; 

¢ providing a caring sounding board for unhappy parents whose own parents have rejected them or 
cannot help; 

¢ providing or arranging parent-relief programs; 

* arranging day care services to lessen the pressures of baby or child care. (p. 34) 


Erickson et al (1984) recommend community cooperation among professionals from the various 
disciplines using a team approach to work with both parents and children. 


When abuse is verified, protection becomes remedial rather than preventive. It may entail removing 
the child from the home, although in some cases the offending parent may be ordered to leave the 
family home (Wiebe, 1985, p. 31). More often, however, intervention will take the form of treatment. 


3.1.7.3 Treatment may be directed at the victim, the perpetrator and/or the family. 


Bell (1986) lists programs such as group therapy and play therapy as modes of treating abused 
children. Pressman (1983) says that while many programs have been developed to treat abusive 
parents, the abused child often receives no direct treatment. Pressman notes that not only these 
children, but also their siblings, are in need of help: the siblings may also be suffering abuse and, 
even if they are not themselves abused, they are victimized by witnessing the abuse. 


Erickson et al (1984) and Wiebe (1985) say that it is essential to gain the abused children’s trust and 
to help them relate to adults and also to other children in their peer group. Erickson et al warn that 
this may take considerable time and that results may not be obvious; they caution against expecting 
"miracle cures" and against treating abused children as though they were all alike. Nevertheless, 
Pressman (1983), citing the work of Beezley et al refers to certain commonalities: 


"1) Because almost all abused children will have developmental problems, treatment must first 
involve assessing the child’s developmental level in the areas of learning, motor 
coordination, speech and language, and perceptual-motor functioning. 


2) Because almost all abused children will have psychological problems, the coping strategies 
and personality of each abused child must also be assessed; for example, how he (she) 
adapts to the abusive environment; his reactions to the abuse; the nature of his peer rela- 
tionships; his adult-child relationships; his self-concept; his general state of happiness. All 
these dimensions must be examined in order to provide an adequate treatment plan." 

(p. 119-120) 
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The direct focus of treatment is usually on the abusing parent(s), since the goal is to prevent recur- 
rence of the abuse. Erickson et al (1984) write that child abuse is usually the result of improper 
parenting rather than psychopathology on the part of the parent; therefore, parents should be taught 
proper child care and its relationship to the physical, emotional, social and educational growth of 
children. Pressman (1983) agrees with the above approach and notes, furthermore, that the parents’ 
own emotional growth and development must be fostered. 


Some experts recommend separate, individual therapy for fathers and mothers. Group therapy is 
sometimes seen as a good means of providing mutual support, and community involvement in the 
form of volunteer parent aides is sometimes an option in providing role models for parenting. Self- 
help groups, such as Parents Anonymous are a means for providing support, mutual help and crisis 
aid; these groups have been known to achieve some impressive results. 


Family therapy is based on the premise that "the family is a functioning organism with no single 
member as the identified patient" (Pressman, 1983, p. 124). Pressman emphasizes that family 
therapy should not be undertaken until: the abuse has stopped; the parents have taken measures to 
improve their behaviour; the parents have a support network; and the children are able to state their 
feelings without fear of reprisals. Some European countries offer residential treatment facilities 
which provide intensive therapy for the entire family. 


Cole (1985) is highly critical of the conventional treatment modes, particularly those which centre on 
keeping the family together as their top priority. She points to the differences between abusive 
mothers and abusive fathers and the need for different approaches to each. Cole criticizes the 1983 
report on child abuse released by the Ontario Standing Committee on Social Development because it 
focuses primarily on legislative approaches with little reference to the social context of abuse except 
for "a passing, seemingly pop-psychological reference to the absence of touch in the child-rearing 
patterns of abusers or to the batterers’ unrealistic expectations of their children." (p. 34) Cole 
considers that the entire structure of child-rearing needs to change, including choice as to whether or 
not to bear children and the provision of better, more affordable day care. 


3.2 Emotional Abuse 
Emotional abuse is defined by Krugman (1986) as: 
"...the chronic rejecting, ignoring, criticizing and intimidating or terrorizing of a child." (p. 18) 


He points out that this type of abuse is very difficult to identify and understand, as its symptoms are 
not overtly physical. These symptoms, e.g. nightmares, incontinence, could be symptoms of several 
forms of abuse or of more general anxiety. 


The Ontario Association of Professional Social Workers (O.A.P.S.W.) (1983) says that emotionally 
abused children may be clean and well-nourished and give no outward indication of their abuse. It 
identifies behaviour such as timidity, lack of confidence, sadness, confusion and excessive demands 
for attention and affection as indicators of potential abuse (p. 12). The O.A.P.S.W. identifies the 
following types of parental and child behaviour: 


Parent: 

¢ blames or belittles child, in public as well as at home; 

* over-praises child, with apparent insincerity in the presence of adults, but becomes cold and 
distant when they leave; 

¢ withholds comforting when child really frightened or distressed; 

¢ treats other children in the family differently and better; 

* tends to describe child in conversation in repeatedly negative ways: stupid, bad, deliberately 
stubborn, trouble-maker, and predicts failure or bad adult outcome; 

¢ assumes child is at fault, without waiting to learn facts; blames child anyway; 

* holds child responsible for own life difficulties and disappointments; 

¢ identifies child with disliked or hated relative: "you’re just like...". 
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Child: 

* appears overly compliant, passive, undemanding, shy; 

¢ shows episodes of very aggressive, demanding and angry behaviour; 

¢ shows behaviour which is inappropriate to age, such as "little adult", parenting other children, or 
"little baby" sucking thumb, wetting beyond usual age; 

¢ fears failure, has learning or concentration difficulties, gives up and won’t try again; - 

¢ has poor social relationship with peers, while appearing emotionally hungry; 

¢ constantly apologizes, even when not at fault; 

¢ is self-deprecating, or makes claims of competence, achievement that are not part of play or 
fantasy, often daydreams; 

¢ sets such high standards on own performance, in order to gain approval, that eventually can’t cope; 

¢ attempts suicide. (p. 13) 


Emotional abuse often occurs in conjunction with physical or sexual abuse. When it is not linked to 
other forms of maltreatment, emotional abuse is usually viewed as part of a continuum of abusive 
behaviour, culminating in battering. The etiology, effects and treatment are, therefore, similar to 
those for related forms of child abuse. 


3.3 Neglect 


As is the case with emotional abuse, child neglect is often referred to in tandem with physical abuse, 
and is often seen as yet another aspect of the overall problem of child maltreatment. Since many of 
the observations in the literature on causes, effects and treatment relate to both abuse and neglect, 
this section will focus only on those aspects of neglect that differ from abuse. 


Essentially, neglect differs from abuse in that it is an act of omission rather than commission. 
Neglect is defined as: 


",..the caretaker’s failure to provide the basic necessities of life - proper food, suitable clothing, a 
sanitary place of shelter, general care and supervision, and a reasonable protection from harm 
resulting in severe physical injury to the child.” (Stokes, 1985, p. 53) 


However, Stokes (1985) also notes that some experts consider abuse and neglect to be the same 
phenomenon: both are harmful to children and should not, therefore, be separated out and 
distinguished from one another: 


".. neglect itself extends along a continuum from marginally injurious neglect (which hinders 
body growth) to destructive neglect (which threatens the health, welfare, and very existence of 
the child)." (p. 54) 


Mayer-Renaud (1985) in a review of literature on child neglect, supplies the following definition by 
Polansky and Halley (1980): 


"Child neglect may be defined as a condition in which a caretaker responsible for the child 
either deliberately or by extraordinary inattentiveness permits the child to experience avoid- 
able present suffering and/or fails to provide one or more of the ingredients generally deemed 
essential for developing a person’s physical, intellectual, and emotional capabilities.” (p. 32) 


The incidence of neglect is even more difficult to determine than that of abuse; however it is 
generally agreed that more children suffer from neglect than from abuse. Stokes (1985) cites reasons 
for under-recognition of neglect which are very similar to those cited with regard to abuse: plausible 
parental explanations; fear or inability of children to speak out; reluctance of outsiders to get 
involved in a family matter. 


Children considered to be at high risk for neglect are listed by Stokes (1985): 
¢ unwanted children or those born out of wedlock; 


¢ premature babies; 
¢ mentally or congenitally handicapped children; 
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e infants born during stressful periods; and fon 
¢ children who remind the parents of themselves or of a significant person in their life. (p. 57) 


Parents likely to neglect (almost always identified as the mother) are often defined in terms of 
psychopathology. Stokes (1985) provides the following typology: 


"nathetic-futile mothers (passive, listless, feel nothing is worthwhile) 
impulse-ridden mothers (immature, manipulative, unable to tolerate stress or responsibility)... 


depressive, psychotic, or mentally retarded mothers (mental capacity leads to inconsistent care, 
failure to properly feed child on schedule, etc.)." (p. 62) 


Erickson et al (1984) provide a less sexist listing of characteristics of potential neglecting parents: 


¢ inability to tolerate stress or frustration; 

* inability to express anger directly and deal with anger by sulking; 
¢ have a desire to be rid of the demands of their children; 

¢ show an indifference toward being a parent; and/or 

¢ display little in the way of parental planning. (p. 35-36) 


Erickson et al comment that these traits do not necessarily constitute a typology nor do they pre- 
dispose parents to neglect. These are merely psychological factors which are often cited in the 
literature. The authors note that the danger of using such lists in training for teachers (who are 
expected to be in the frontlines of reporting abuse and neglect) without also presenting the critiques 
of these lists, "is that they can lead to oversimplified and perhaps even distorted views of the 
problem, what to look for and how to respond". (p. 36-37) The authors suggest that researchers in 
the future may provide a greater range of explanatory factors. 


The long-term effects of neglect are said to include: 


¢ physical problems such as growth retardation, developmental problems and generally poor health; 

¢ psychosocial problems such as substance abuse and intergenerational transmission of neglect; 
intellectual impairment or underdevelopment; and 

¢ emotional and behavioural problems, such as depression and delinquency. (Mayer-Renaud, 1985) 


Prevention, protection and treatment modes are very similar to those described for physical abuse. 
One major qualitative difference is that programs for neglecting parents often teach them ways of 
providing more structure and rules in their children’s lives, unlike cases of abuse, where 
overzealousness in enforcing structures and rules is often the problem. 


3.4 Sexual Abuse 

3.4.1 Definition 

Runtz and Corne (1985) employ the following definition formulated by Butler (1978): 
"Any manual, oral or genital sexual contact or other explicit sexual behaviour that an adult 
family member imposes on a child, who is unable to alter or understand the adult’s behaviour 


because of his/her powerlessness in the family and early stage of psychological development." 
(p.4) 


The Ontario Association of Professional Social Workers (1983) provides a more detailed definition: 


“Sexual abuse is the use of a child for the sexual gratification of an adult, or the allowing of 
such use of a child by a parent, caretaker, or legal guardian. It includes any manual, oral or 
genital sexual contact, or the use of an object for sexual penetration, or other explicitly sexual 
behaviour that an adult family member or caretaker imposes on a child by exploiting the child’s 
vulnerability and powerlessness. It also includes exploitation of a child for pornographic 
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purposes, including posing children for photographs, alone or with other children or adults, or 
animals, which are sexual or erotic in content, and/or making them available as child 
prostitutes.” (p. 5) 


Runtz and Corne (1985) distinguish intrafamilial sexual abuse, i.e. incest, from abuse by strangers 
by emphasizing the importance of the fact that the perpetrator is a family member: 


"It is this betrayal of family trust by the offender which is central to the trauma resulting from 
incest. This trust is betrayed to the same extent by any adult family member, blood relation or 
not." (p. 1) 


Most sexual abuse of children is perpetrated by adults known to the children. Erickson et al 
estimate that strangers are perpetrators in only a small proportion, about 10%, of cases. The most 
pervasive form of child sexual abuse within families is between adult males and female children, 
usually father-daughter; "father" may refer to a stepfather and/or the mother’s common-law husband 
or boyfriend. Father-daughter incest will be the main focus of this section of the review, although 
reference will also be made to the literature on other forms of incest, including the sexual victimiza- 
tion of boys. 


3.4.2 Incidence 


Estimates of the incidence of sexual abuse within families vary, but there appears to be consensus 
that the true extent has been hidden, unknown and, therefore, underestimated: 


"While it was once thought that an "incest taboo" successfully prevented the occurrence of 
sexual contact between family members, it now appears that if the taboo exists, it functions not 
to prevent incest, but to prevent the disclosure when it does occur. The dramatic increase seen 
in police and social service agency statistics on incest is largely due to a partial lifting of the 
taboo against talking about incest." (Runtz and Corne, 1985, p. 2) 


The statistics presented by Badgley (1984) are most often cited as being the most recent and 
extensive Canadian data. Badgley estimates that as many as 1 in 2 girls and 1 in 3 boys have been 
victims of unwanted sexual acts (ranging from exposure to forced intercourse); he estimates that at 
least 75% of the perpetrators are persons known to the victim: family members, family friends, 
persons in positions of trust and acquaintances. Force and threats are reported by Badgley as 
having been used in a significant proportion of cases: about 17% of the girls under 18 in his survey 
were threatened, and about 1/3 of both boys and girls in the sample groups suffered either attempted 
or actual rape. 


Runtz and Corne (1985) note that incest used to be considered a rare phenomenon, occurring to 
about one in a million children; they cite a reference as recent as 1975 giving this estimate (p. 2). 
However, they comment, recent dramatic increases in the number of cases being reported have 
resulted in far more research being done on incest, with new findings that show incest to be 
“widespread and pervasive in our culture.” (p. 2) As Krugman (1986) writes: 


"With regard to sexual abuse there has been a dramatic increase in recognition. We are now in 
a period of increasing understanding of sexual abuse, in part because we understood physical 
abuse first..." (p. 17) 


When women began to talk publicly about having been sexually abused as children, 


",.. this led many pediatricians to wonder why, if these women were sexually abused as children 
when they saw them in their offices and clinics ten years ago, they did not know that. The 
answer is that they did not know because they did not ask. They did not ask because they did 
not know to ask. In sexual abuse, unlike most other problems that come into a medical office, 
unless one asks, one will not get the answer; children are coerced into keeping a secret and they 
will never tell what has been going on because they are helpless and afraid. So, for decades we 
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never asked and we never saw cases. Now that public awareness is greater, we are asking 
more. Also there are television programmes and books and programmes in schools, that are 
asking all the time, and the answer from children is that it is happening." (p. 17) 


Finkel (1987) corroborates this view. He notes that about 25% of women and 10% of men in the 
present adult population of Canada were sexually abused at least once before the age of 16. He notes: 


"Given these numbers, it is easy to see that not only is sexual abuse a closely guarded secret of 
the child and the family, but also the maintenance of secrecy is inadvertently and even 
deliberately supported by health care professionals." (p. 245) 


Erickson et al (1984) say that due to disagreements over the exact meaning of incest and the point at 
which the child’s health is threatened, the estimates vary widely. (One might also refer to disagree- 
ments about the age of the victim, i.e. is a 16 year-old a child or a sexually mature person?) In the 
U.S. the estimates range from 200 000 to 10 million cases per year (p. 42). 


Thus, while the incidence of child sexual abuse in families is even more difficult to ascertain than the 
rate of physical abuse, there is evidence that it is a major problem, a small part of which is reflected 
in the large increase of reported cases. 


3.4.3 Causes and Factors 


Finkelhor (1984), referring to the historical record of child maltreatment (discussed above in the 
section on Physical Abuse), notes that sexual abuse may also have been quite widespread. Child 
protection laws may well have contributed to reducing the incidence, even though the dramatic 
increase in reports appears to suggest the opposite. Finkelhor cites the work of Gordon (1982), who 
points to aspects of U.S. family life that existed up until the 20th century: 


¢ lack of compulsory education (so that adolescent girls usually remained in the home); and 
* unquestioning obedience to the father, which made girls vulnerable to incest. 


Because sexual abuse of children in the family was long regarded as an extremely rare and aberrant 
phenomenon, the literature has, until recently, focused almost exclusively on psychopathology for an 
explanation. Finkelhor (1984), Breines and Gordon (1984) and Mitchell (1985) point out that it is 
precisely this type of explanation, based on the conventional Freudian view that "these experiences 
were, most often fantasies that expressed a child’s Oedipal conflicts and not real events" (Finkelhor, 
1984, p. 11), which has prevented the identification of incest/sexual abuse as a social problem. 
Finkelhor writes: 


“While the "discovery" of physical child abuse was heralded with new government legislation, 
new appropriations, new agencies, and new attention to the problem in major medical and 
research centers around the country, no equivalent mobilization of established institutions has 
occurred around sexual abuse.” (p. 11) 


3.4.3.1 Individual pathology explanations have, therefore, focused on discovering pathology 
within victims that causes them to behave "seductively" and pathology within perpetrators that 
causes them to look to children for sexual gratification. In addition, there has been considerable 
attention given to finding pathology in the mothers of victims in order to demonstrate their role in 
instigating and facilitating the sexual abuse of their children by fathers or other family members. 
There is a great deal of victim-blaming and mother-blaming in the psychological literature on 
intrafamilial sexual abuse. This will be discussed below. 


Abuser psychopathology is exemplified in Berlin and Krout (1986) with reference to pedophilia (no 
distinction is made as to whether the abuse occurs inside the family or with acquaintances or 
strangers), stating that it is necessary to determine in each case whether the behaviour is a 
reflection of: 


¢ psychosis; 
* poor judgment and psychological immaturity; 
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¢ lack of conscience; 

¢ diminished intellect; 

¢ intoxication; 

¢ a pedophilic sexual orientation; or 

¢ a combination of these, plus other factors. (p. 161) 


Breines and Gordon.(1984) write of the "traditional" literature’s understanding of incest: 


",..to the extent that the father was allocated any responsibility, he is considered immature, 
perhaps an alcoholic, unable to communicate, a pedophile and so on - certainly not normal." 
(p. 28) 


Tierney and Corwin (1983) say that there is no evidence that persons involved in intrafamilial child 
sexual abuse are mentally ill, but that there may be "maladaptive personality characteristics" 
(p. 109). They set out the following hypothesis based on the literature: 


“Male parent or parent figure: psychosexual immaturity, low impulse control, few social ties 
(contacts with friends, ties to the workplace), childhood experience of deviant sex contact within 
the family, and low marital and sexual satisfaction. 


Female spouse: poor self-concept, low marital and sexual satisfaction, emotional distance from 
victim, and history of abuse. 


Victim: Few social ties with high need for affection and attention.” (p. 109) 


Finkelhor (1984) notes that attributions of traumatic experience and intergenerational transmission 
have been cited as explaining why men become sexual abusers of children. While recognizing that 
there may be some value in these theories, he points out that the studies from which these conclu- 
sions are drawn are based on unrepresentative study populations: caught and convicted sex 
offenders. Finkelhor says that this group is composed of the most compulsive perpetrators and is the 
extreme group of offenders, "and thus also those whose behaviour stems from the most deviant 
developmental experiences." (p. 65). He writes: 


"We now know much better than before how widespread sexual abuse is and how small a frac- 
tion of offenders are ever apprehended, let alone convicted. Although they have not been 
studied, it seems very probable that undetected offenders are persons with much less 
conspicuous psychological abnormalities. The widespread existence of abuse forces one away 
from an exclusive focus on theories of psychopathology and toward the possibility that norma- 
tive factors are at work. Widespread and conventional patterns of socialization and cultural 
transmission also play a part in creating sexual abusers." (p. 35) 


Victim precipitation and maternal collusion are the cornerstones of the psychological approach 
toward child sexual abuse within families, especially father-daughter incest. 


Victim precipitation theories are described by Erickson et al (1984) as a set of assumptions that are 
stereotypical and false. Some of the principal themes are that: 


¢ the child behaves in a "seductive" manner; 
¢ the child is spontaneously acting out "oedipal-electra" fantasies; and 
¢ daughters welcome their fathers’ advances as an expression of parental love. 


Erickson et al take the position that adult offenders alone are responsible for the abuse because 
children, by definition, cannot give informed consent to engage in sex with adults (p. 45). 


Tamarack (1986) enumerates many myths which, she writes, are still being advanced in professional 
and popular thought. The following are examples of the myths and Tamarack’s rebuttal of them: 
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¢ It is a myth that if a victim defends the attacker or the incest, this is proof of her complicity or 
willingness to take part; in fact, the victim may defend the incest out of a natural tendency to 
defend her own family or her own actions. (p. 6) 

¢ It is a myth that daughters who are incest victims are needy, deprived children; this gives the 
impression that there is something wrong with the daughter or with the attention that she has 
received from the mother and that the father was combining his ‘needs’ with his daughter’s; in fact, 
nothing a child does makes her or him responsible for incest. (p. 13) 


Mitchell (1985) responds to the notion of child seductiveness by pointing out that victims are some- 
times far too young even to recognize their sexuality. Halliday’s (1985) statistical analysis of the 
case files of Sexual Assault Victims Anonymous (SAVA) reveals that the "high risk" age for victims 
in that sample was 3 to 8 years for girls and 3 to 6 years for boys. Of 352 cases analyzed, 47 (i.e. over 
13%) were first abused when they were 3 months to 2 years old. Nevertheless, Mitchell observes, the 
idea that a child initiates or consents to the act is still apparent in the views expressed by legal, 
medical and social service professionals. 


Finkelhor (1984) cites a statement made in 1983 by a U.S. judge, whereby a 5 year old incest victim 
was characterized as "an unusually sexually promiscuous young lady"; this judge further stated his 
belief that the daughter had initiated the sexual contact, which the father had been unable to resist. 
Finkelhor points out that although this particular case provoked outrage among concerned com- 
munity groups, leading to demands for the judge’s recall, the views expressed by the judge are 
nonetheless representative of a segment of public opinion (p. 108). Finkelhor describes the results of 
a vignette research study which illustrated various scenarios of sexual abuse: respondents tended to 
downgrade the extent of the abuse if the child did anything other than object strenuously, even 
though it is known that children often comply with sexual advances from an adult, especially a 
family member, because they are intimidated or cowed by the adult’s authority (p. 119). 


The tendency to blame child victims for precipitating their own sexual abuse is, as Erickson et al 
(1984) remark, similar to the blaming of rape victims. It reflects deeply ingrained prejudices and 
stereotypes which are current in our society. 


Maternal collusion is another line of blame often cited, which has its roots in the psychoanalytic 
tradition. It entails the faulting of mothers for the sexual abuse of their children by the father. As 
was noted above, the psychological literature has tended to place upon mothers the entire respon- 
sibility for children’s care, upbringing and success or failure in life. It follows that if the daughter is 
sexually abused by the father, then this must be due to something the mother did or did not do. 
Accordingly, the literature is replete with such explanations, of which the main themes are that: 


¢ the mother colludes with the father’s abusive behaviour toward the child for her own selfish ends 
(e.g. to avoid fulfilling her sexual role with her husband); 

¢ the mother abandons the daughter to her fate; and/or 

¢ the mother knows, or ought to know, that the abuse is taking place, so she is to be blamed for not 
preventing it. 


Collusive mothers are seen as having arranged the incestuous situation in order to escape their role 
as sexual partner and also to evade their household responsibilities. The mother is viewed as having 
masterminded the incest. Mitchell (1985) summarizes the various rationales offered for this 
interpretation: 


¢ the mother identifies with the daughter and is acting out her own oedipal wishes toward her father; 
¢ the mother identifies with her husband and is acting out her homosexual urges toward her 
daughter by pushing her husband into incest; 
° ne ceva purposely frustrates her husband sexually so that he will turn to the daughter. 
p. 93-94 


Even if the mother does not actually orchestrate the abuse and derive sexual satisfaction from it, she 
may still collude by setting up situations whereby an incest-prone father can be alone with the 
daughter. 
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Another explanation is that mothers may be "infantile and dependent", unable to cope with their role 
responsibilities, so a role reversal occurs. Tierney and Corwin (1983) write: 


"According to observations by researchers and clinicians, illicit contact with a daughter is 
facilitated by the mother’s abdication of, or inability to perform, many of the tasks associated 
with the female role and the daughter’s assumption of those tasks." (p. 108) 


The theory of maternal collusion is typified by the following quotation from Henderson (1978): 


"Most authors agree that the father is aided and abetted in his incestuous liaison by a collusive 
wife...She forces a heavy burden of responsibility on to her daughter by causing her to assume 
the role of wife and lover with her own father...absolving the mother of this unwanted role." 
(cited in Erickson et al, 1984, p. 46) 


In other theories of maternal collusion the mother may be less actively involved in causing the incest 
to occur but she is, nonetheless, deemed responsible for its occurrence because she has "abandoned" 
her husband and/or daughter. She may show insufficient affection to the daughter and feel 
estranged from her (Tierney and Corwin, 1983). She may "symbolically desert” her husband by 
working outside the home, having other outside activities, spending too much time with the children 
or becoming ill. She thus unconsciously sets up a situation whereby her husband will turn to the 
daughter because the wife is not available to him (Mitchell, 1985). As Breines and Gordon (1984) 
write: 


"The expectations of the mother assumed or articulated by most clinicians are classic examples 
of the ‘fantasy of the perfect mother’ (and reminiscent of the maternal bonding theory), expec- 
tations which they reinforce as ‘experts’ in the management of our private lives: the mother’s 
‘emotional abandonment’ of the daughter and husband leads to incest. The mother-blaming 
usually entails diagnosis of frigidity or, at least, lack of sexual desire toward the husband. It is 
because he does not get enough sex...that he turns to the daughter. Thus it is her wifely as well 
as her motherly failure that causes father-daughter incest." (p. 28) 


When she is found to have no role, direct or indirect, in causing the incest, the mother may still be 
blamed for its occurrence because she ought to have known about it and done something to stop it. 
However, as the prevalence of father-daughter sexual abuse becomes more widely known, largely 
through adult former victims coming forward and telling their story, it is increasingly clear that 
incest has been a well-hidden secret in the family and that in many cases the mother has had no 
knowledge of it. In discussing the work of Gerson (1975), Mitchell criticizes him for insisting that: 


".,.somehow, somewhere inside, the mother must have known about the incest. Events like 
being sent to the store should have triggered suspicions of incest. When the mother denies 
knowledge...she must be lying; she must have known about it ‘on some level’. Like her 
daughter’s knowledge of incest, the mother’s lack of knowledge is called false." (p. 94) 


Mitchell (1985) quotes a former incest victim: 


"It was something not ever to be discussed, spoken about, ever, nothing. I didn’t even deal with 
it privately, like in dreams or fantasies, diary writings, nothing. I sure didn’t want anyone to 
know I had sex with my father." (p. 98) 


When mothers are told by their daughters about incest, the initial reaction often is disbelief 
(Mitchell, 1985; Tamarack, 1986). This may be reinforced by expert opinion (cited above) which 
contends that children fantasize about incest. When the mother believes the child or has seen 
evidence of the incest, she may still be powerless to take action against her husband if she is 
dependent upon him and/or isolated from sources of support and help. As Mitchell notes, this does 
not excuse mothers from all responsibility, but simply recognizes that they are not always able to 
protect their children from harm (p. 96). 
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Finkel (1987) writes: 


"Those with experience in dealing with incest know that in many situations the mother, having 
initially denied any knowledge of what was happening, later comes to recognize that the 
evidence was there but she was blind to it. It seems highly likely that subconscious forces block 
the ability of the mother to acknowledge events. The mothers in cases of incest frequently were 
themselves victims of sexual exploitation. It is thus easy to understand why it would be too 
emotionally traumatic for the mother to consciously admit to herself the possibility that her 
daughter had become yet another generation of the sexually abused. Denial of events is often 
the first defence." (p. 246) 


While he accepts the argument that mothers must have some awareness of the abuse, Finkel does 
not fault them or claim that they contribute to the abuse: rather, he views them as co-victims who 
also need attention and help. 


Halliday (1985) also considers the mother to be a co-victim of father-daughter incest, but she states 
that mothers usually do not know about the abuse. Indeed, when a mother finds out about it, she 
may feel an even greater sense of loss than the actual victim: not only has she lost a trusting 
relationship with her husband, but the daughter may also turn against her (p. 24-25). 


Authors such as Breines and Gordon (1984), Finkelhor (1984), Erickson et al (1984), Mitchell (1985) 
and Tamarack (1986) emphasize that the choice to abuse a child sexually is made by the abuser 
alone, whatever the surrounding circumstances; the sole responsibility for the act rests with the 
abuser. In her critique of the literature, Mitchell writes that there appears to be an assumption that 
the father has an inviolate right to a regular sex life and "to be serviced in his own home’, if not by 
the wife, then by the daughter (p. 94). Breines and Gordon similarly comment: 


"The readers of this literature could easily forget that it is the father who has coerced his child, 

who is the adult and the aggressor in the situation. There seems to be no curiosity about him - 

his actions are simply reactions to his wife and daughter. He is not responsible for what he has 
done; they are." (p. 28) 


3.4.3.2 Sociological explanations have, until recently, tended to parallel the individual pathology 
outlook. This could be due largely to the fact that sexual abuse has only recently been defined as a 
social problem rather than merely a matter of individual deviance. 


Family systems and family dynamics are often cited as causal factors in the intrafamilial sexual 
abuse of children. Erickson e¢ al (1984) say that social isolation, i.e. lack of external networks for 
support and control, can result in the development of sexual involvements within the family. 
Furthermore, this social isolation shields the family from outside scrutiny and intervention. 
Erickson et al point out, as do other authors (e.g. Breines and Gordon, 1984; Finkelhor, 1984; 
Mitchell, 1985) that sexual abuse of children in the family is rarely motivated by pedophilic desires: 


"Rather it is this near total dependence, perhaps coupled with an unwillingness to seek 
exogamous sexual contact, that appears to be crucial; and once a pattern of incest begins, a 
feared stigma of public disclosure tends to further isolate the family." (p. 48) 


Tierney and Corwin (1983) also view isolation, both geographic and social, as a contributing factor in 
intrafamilial sexual abuse. 


Problems in the marital relationship may be correlated with sexual abuse, although it is not clear 
whether these are the cause or effect or neither. Erickson et al (1984) write: 


"At the very least, the presence of incest indicates that familial role relationships are 
disorganized, with considerable conflict encompassing parent-child roles." (p. 48) 


Tierney and Corwin (1983) refer to power differentials in the marriage: the father-perpetrator may 


be immature and inadequate but he feels the need to assert his authority in the family. The authors 
write that strong male-dominance within the family may be the root of the problem, however they 
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also say that a male spouse may use incest as a means of showing hostility toward a dominant wife. 
They conclude that any marked imbalance of power may be characteristic of families where sexual 
abuse of children occurs (p. 108). 


Finkelhor (1984) notes that family-systems theory concentrates on one form of child sexual abuse - 
father-daughter incest - because that is the form that family-systems theory can explain: 


"In father-daughter incest, according to the theory, the marital relationship has broken down, 
the mother is alienated from the roles of wife and mother, and the father makes an alliance 
with the oldest daughter that substitutes for the marital relationship and becomes sexual. This 
theory encompasses some of the most cherished principles of the family-systems perspective, 
including the danger of cross-generational alliances and the collusion of all family members in 
family pathology.” (p. 226) 


Finkelhor points out that this does not explain other forms of intrafamilial sexual abuse, such as 
those involving siblings or grandparents. 


Tierney and Corwin (1983) refer to life stresses, i.e. series of major life-changes within the family, as 
factors that might "in the absence of positive coping actions, lead to an increase in aggressive or 
otherwise inappropriate acting-out behaviors, including sexual abuse, by predisposed persons." 

(p. 110) They emphasize, however, that the predisposition to abuse is more significant than the 
stress as a contributing factor. They emphasize the importance of understanding the total family 
context of abusive behaviour rather than focusing on specific incidents or specific personality traits. 


Finkelhor’s (1984) view is that sexual abuse should be seen within a social and cultural framework, 
and analyzed according to a multifactor model. He includes four major sets of factors: 


¢ emotional congruence, i.e. why the adult finds emotional gratification by relating sexually to a 
child; this includes theories of immaturity and inadequacy, whereby the adult is seeking a feeling 
of power and control; : 

¢ sexual arousal to children; this includes theories as to why some adults are aroused by children, to 
what extent and under what circumstances (e.g. early childhood experience, physiological 
abnormality, child pornography); 

¢ blockage, i.e. inability to get sexual needs met through adult relationships; this includes theories 
on negative early sexual experiences, breakdown of the marital relationship and repressive sexual 
norms (e.g. against having an extramarital affair, against masturbation and other alternatives to 
incest); 

¢ disinhibition, i.e. overcoming the conventional taboos on sex with children; this includes theories of 
poor impulse control, alcohol/drug abuse, stress, step-parent relationships and perceived 
condonation (e.g. victim-blaming and lenient treatment of offenders). 


Following from his exposition of the above factors, Finkelhor postulates a theory which establishes 
four preconditions for sexual abuse to occur: 


¢ the potential offender needs to have some motivation to abuse a child sexually; 

¢ the potential offender has to overcome internal inhibitions against acting on that motivation. 

¢ the potential offender has to overcome external impediments to committing sexual abuse. 

¢ the potential offender or some other factor has to undermine or overcome a child’s possible 
resistance to the sexual abuse. (p. 54) 


The first precondition entails factors of emotional congruence, sexual arousal to children and block- 
age. The second precondition entails disinhibition. The third precondition entails overcoming 
external constraints such as parental or caretaker supervision of the child, contact with friends, 
neighbours, teachers and others outside the family, i.e. factors which may inhibit the opportunity to 
abuse without fear of repercussions. (Finkelhor notes that one of the reasons for the correlation 
between father’s unemployment and child sexual abuse is that, as well as stress, there is increased 
opportunity to be alone with the child.) The fourth precondition entails the child’s inability to resist 
the abuse; Finkelhor notes that resistance can mean direct refusal or more subtle acts, such as not 
keeping the abuse secret or not being intimidated. He says that vulnerable children (e.g. insecure, 
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disadvantaged, disabled, in need of affection) are particularly at risk. Young, naive children can be 
led into sexual games and this can be used by adults when there is a relationship of trust. Finally, 
the abuser may use coercive force, which few children have the physical strength to resist. Finkelhor 
emphasizes that all four preconditions must be fulfilled for the abuse to occur, and that the presence 
of only one of these is not in itself sufficient to explain the abuse (p. 62). He proposes this model as 
useful for both research and practice. 


Krugman (1986) agrees with Finkelhor’s approach. He notes that, unfortunately, most current 
efforts at preventing child sexual abuse focus only on the fourth precondition, i.e. the child’s own 
ability (or lack thereof) to resist (p. 18). Examples of this include "streetproofing", "good touches, bad 
touches" and other programs aimed at potential victims rather than potential abusers. 


3.4.3.3 The structural/political interpretation of child sexual abuse, especially father-daughter 
(or man-girl) abuse, is expressed in the fundamental, implied, hierarchical structure of society and 
the reflection of this hierarchical structure in the family. Finkelhor (1984) writes that the inferior 
status of women, and the predatory attitude toward them promoted in the media and pornography, 
are seen by feminists as a major factor in the sexual abuse of girls. Differences in the socialization of 
males and females and in their relative power are also cited. 


Breines and Gordon (1984) state that the power imbalance within families where father-daughter 
incest occurs is merely an exaggeration of normal patterns: 


"Male dominance is particularly normal in sexual relations. In our culture it is the norm for 
husbands to expect sexual as well as housekeeping and child-rearing services from wives. One 
source of the incestuous father’s lack of guilt feelings may stem from the fact that many men 
are accustomed to the experience of sex with a weaker and unwilling partner.” (p. 30) 


Mitchell (1985) reflects the views expressed by Steinmetz, Straus and Gelles with reference to the 
overall context of family violence: that the more powerful members of the family assault the less 
powerful because they can. Mitchell writes that child sexual assault happens because men can get 
away with it (p. 96). Mitchell traces this back to patriarchal traditions whereby the father controlled 
the daughter’s sexual life by choosing "who would own his daughter after he did." (p. 97) 


Breines and Gordon (1984) are of the opinion that fathers should become more involved in child 
nurturance. They view this as essential to ending mother-blaming, to recognizing the social factors 
that impinge on families, and to eliminating the problem of sexually abusive fathers. They agree, 
however, with feminist authors who recommend strengthening and supporting the position of 
mothers in the family, so that they are better able to protect their daughters (p. 30). 


Perhaps the major impact of the feminist analysis of family violence, especially with regard to wife 
assault and child sexual abuse, has been to change the focus from the victim (and, often, the victim’s 
mother) to the perpetrator in allocating responsibility for the abuse. 


3.4.4 Victims and Perpetrators 
3.4.4.1 Victims 


Most victims of child sexual abuse are girls, particularly in cases of intrafamilial sexual abuse. 
Runtz and Corne (1985) cite U.S. studies that indicate about 90% of victims are female (p. 30). Some 
authors (e.g. Finkel, 1983) counter that boys are under-represented because sexual abuse of boys is 
under-reported, perhaps due to the general assumption that the victim is a girl, which may have 
prevented attention from being focused on boys as victims (Ghent et al, 1985). Carter (1985) cites 
figures from the National Corrections Survey (1982), which appear in the Badgley Report (1984). In 
that sample, 78.4% of the victims were female and 18.6% were male. (The other 3% were designated 
as "multiple" victims.) Finkelhor’s (1984) survey of 796 college students revealed that 19% of the 
women and 9% of the men had been sexually victimized in some way during childhood. Finkelhor’s 
study will be referred to below because, although his sample is not representative of the general 
population, it is far more representative than the usual biased samples drawn from such sources as 
agency caseloads or prisons. 
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Sexual abuse of children often begins when the victim is very young. Ghent et al (1985) write that 
most abuse begins when the child is 2 to 6 years old, "when they are most trusting and therefore 
most vulnerable to exploitation." (p. 546) They also cite another peak period: 12 to 16 years of age, 
i.e. at onset of puberty. Finkelhor (1984) says that the most common ages for abuse are 6 to 12 
years, however he notes that younger and older age groups are well-represented (p. 23). Halliday’s 
(1985) data, which are based on case files (and, therefore, not necessarily representative of the 
population at large) show the following age pattern for victims: 


Age at Time of Initial Abuse N % 

3 months to 2 years 47 13.4 
3 to 5 years 92 26.2 
6 to 8 years 86 24.4 
9 to 11 years 62 L6G 
12 to 14 years 31 8.8 
15 to 17 years 10 2.9 
18 years and over 11 3.1 
TOTAL 352 100.0 


The above table shows that half the children in the sample were first abused between the ages of 3 
and 8 (p. 4). Runtz and Corne (1985) write that incest victims are usually aged 4 to 9 when the 
abuse begins; they also cite 1982-83 statistics from the Winnipeg Child Protection Centre which 
show that 25% of victims were under 6 years of age; the youngest was 8 months old. 


Sexual victimization within the family appears to be a long-term pattern. Halliday (1985) reports 
that in her sample, the average duration was five to ten years (p. 5). Runtz and Corne (1985) cite 
figures from the Seattle, Washington sexual assault centre which indicate that 40% of cases lasted 
from one year up to more than five years (p. 4). 


According to Finkelhor (1984), girls from low-income families reported higher rates of sexual abuse: 
33%, compared to 19% of all females in his sample. In support of this finding, he cites studies which 
have indicated higher rates for all types of family violence among lower socio-economic groups. He 
adds that his results are probably an underestimate because college students from low-income 
families are probably less disadvantaged than low-income people who do not go to college (p. 24). 
However, he points out that more affluent groups also show a high incidence of sexual abuse, as 
demonstrated by the very fact that his sample (which is biased, in terms of numbers, toward higher 
socio-economic levels) showed a high prevalence of abuse. 


Finkelhor (1984) also sees social isolation as a risk factor for victims, as evidenced by the reports of 
childhood sexual abuse by a large proportion of those who grew up on farms or who had a limited 
number of social contacts. Finkelhor attributes this not only to the lack of deterrents (friends, neigh- 
bours, authorities) but also to the fact that "lonely children may be more susceptible to offers of 
attention and affection in exchange for sexual activities." (p. 24) 


Stepdaughters are seen as being particularly vulnerable to sexual abuse. In Finkelhor’s (1984) study 
stepfathers were five times more likely than natural fathers to abuse their daughters. Furthermore, 
he notes that girls with stepfathers are also more likely to have been abused by other men, often 
friends of their parents, i.e. stepfather’s friends or mother’s previous male companions. 


Finkelhor (1984) writes that women in his sample who had been sexually abused as children did not 
report higher rates of other kinds of family violence than those who had not been sexually victimized. 
However, authors such as Mitchell (1985), using anecdotal data, have found that sexual victimiza- 
tion is often associated with violence both to the victim and to other family members. Other 
anecdotal and quantitative data showing mother-daughter estrangement and/or passivity, absence or 
illness on the part of the mother may help to explain Finkelhor’s finding. Furthermore, there is 
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considerable evidence that the victim often has warm feelings toward the perpetrator, who makes 
her feel special and may be her only source of affection (Breines and Gordon, 1984). Finkelhor notes 
that, unlike rape, sexual abuse of children is more likely to be achieved through enticement than 
through physical coercion (p. 93). However, Runtz and Corne (1985) point out that, while physical 
force may not be used, threats and intimidation are often the means by which the abuser gains the 
victim’s compliance (p. 5). 


Finkelhor (1984) provides a Sexual Abuse Role Factor Checklist: 


¢ stepfather; 

¢ ever live without mother; 

¢ not close to mother; 

¢ mother never finished high school; 
¢ sex-punitive mother; 

¢ no physical affection from father; 
¢ low income; 

° few friends (two or fewer). 


He states that the risk of sexual abuse increases with the number of the above factors present in the 
individual’s life: 


"The presence of each additional factor increased the child’s vulnerability between 10% and 
20%." (p. 28) 


However, Finkelhor cautions that this cannot be used as a predictive instrument or screening tool; 
rather, it indicates the need for further study of such factors. 


3.4.4.2 Perpetrators 


All the available figures show that the preponderance of sexual abusers are men: estimates range 
up to 99% (Wiebe, 1985, referring to Badgley, 1984) and average over 90%. Contrary to pervasive 
stereotypes, the abuser is rarely a ‘dirty old man" lurking near a schoolyard. Finkelhor (1984) 
reports that his survey of parents shows considerable misinformation about this: 50% said that an 
abuser was likely to be a stranger whereas, Finkelhor points out, only a minority of abusers are 
actually unknown to their victims (p. 90). Finkelhor finds this notion to be especially prevalent 
among older people, low-income groups and more religious people; higher socio-economic groups tend 
to be more cognizant of the fact that parents and relatives are often the perpetrators (p. 90). 


Another commonly-held belief is that the perpetrator is mentally ill, but this too is contradicted by 
the evidence: Finkelhor (1984) reports that 62% of those he surveyed viewed sexual abuse as a 
mental illness (p. 94). However, as Ghent et al (1985) note: 


"It is uncommon for the abuser to be psychotic, sexually perverted or deranged." (p. 546) 


Some perpetrators are what Ghent et al call "fixated pedophiles’, i.e. persons whose primary sexual 
orientation is toward children; however, most are not, especially those who abuse within their own 
families: these individuals abuse children for reasons other than primary sexual orientation. Groth 
et al (1986) distinguish between these two types of offenders on the basis of several factors: for 
example, the "fixated pedophile" usually develops his sexual interest in children when he is an 
adolescent, and his behaviour is persistent and compulsive; the "regressed" child abuser (the type 
more often involved in intrafamilial child sexual abuse) is oriented toward persons his own age, does 
not become involved with children until he is an adult and usually continues sexual involvement 
with his adult partner. 


According to Groth et al (1986), the bases of child sexual abuse are the perpetrator’s feelings of 
inadequacy, immaturity, vulnerability, helplessness and isolation (p. 147). The authors view the 
problem as a sexual abuse of power and do not consider sexual desire or passion to be the main 
motivator; rather, the abuse is a means of fulfilling non-sexual needs such as acceptance, validation, 
recognition, affiliation, mastery and control (p. 147). 
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The cycle of abuse theory is often applied to sexual abusers, i.e. that they are likely to be former 
victims. However, as Finkelhor (1984) and Finkel (1987) point out, this theory is based on studies of 
a highly unrepresentative population: sexual offenders, usually of the "fixated" type, who have been 
caught and convicted. Further research is needed to demonstrate whether or not there is a 
cause-effect linkage. 


Finkelhor (1984), Breines and Gordon (1984), Mitchell (1985) and Bagley (1986) are among the 
authors who perceive child sexual abuse to be a problem with its roots in the socialization of males. 
Finkelhor writes that men: 


¢ often do not distinguish between sexual and nonsexual forms of affection; 

¢ view heterosexual success as important to their identity, and may view sex, even with a child, as a 
means of reinforcing their adequacy; 

¢ are socialized to focus sexual interest around sexual acts isolated from the context of a 
relationship; and 

¢ are socialized to see as their appropriate sexual partners persons who are younger and smaller 
than they are. (p. 11-12) 


Breines and Gordon (1984) and Mitchell (1985) point out, furthermore, that men are socialized to 
expect sexual gratification; this may lead them to assume that if their wives do not supply it, then 
their daughters should. Finkelhor agrees with Breines and Gordon that it is important for men to 
become more involved in child care and nurturance so that they will identify more with the child’s 
well-being and learn "to enjoy deeply affectionate relationships that have no sexual component." He 
considers this to be the best means for "transforming men from offenders against children to 
defenders of their well-being." (p. 92) 


3.4.5 Effects 


The short-term effects of sexual abuse may include various types of physical sequelae, such as 
sexually transmitted diseases, pregnancy or injuries to the genitals, as well as emotional 
disturbances. 


Some viewpoints have been advanced to argue that only a small number of cases involve actual 
physical injury and that, indeed, the child may find the sex pleasurable; proponents of this view 
claim that there is no discernable long-term harm caused to the child except for that which arises 
from the attitudes of society toward the act. Tamarack (1986) responds: 


"It is true that due to social mystification and public narrow-mindedness a child may get hurt 
when known as an incest victim...this...passes off one painful situation onto another. Incest 
itself is harmful, and social ignorance is doubly harmful..." (p. 5) 


Erickson et al (1984) write that many mental health professionals describe long-term traumatization 
of sexually-abused children; manifestations later in life include fear, shame, confusion, low 
self-esteem and suicidal thoughts (p. 50). 


In discussing the long-term effects of sexual abuse Halliday (1985), Runtz and Corne (1985), Mitchell 
(1985), Bagley (1986), Brassard et al (1986) and Tamarack (1986) agree that traumatization can 
result. Halliday and Brassard et al cite studies showing intergenerational transmission of child 
sexual abuse, as do Mitchell and Berlin and Krout (1986). Finkelhor (1984) disagrees with that 
theory, as noted earlier, on the grounds of methodological biases in the research. 


Finkel (1987) reports the results of his study of 417 women who had been victims of sexual abuse in 
childhood: 25% denied any awareness of subsequent effects, and a further 55% reported only 
minimal effects. 


Runtz and Corne (1985), while noting that a clear picture of the psychological consequences has yet 


to emerge, state that the sexual abuse of children is never harmless (p. 5). Among the later-life 
problems listed by authors such as Runtz and Corne, Bagley (1986) and Brassard e¢ al (1986) are: 
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* alcohol or drug abuse; 

¢ delinquency; 

¢ depression, low self-esteem; and 

¢ inability to trust and form relationships. 


In addition to these, Halliday also documents a variety of physical ailments which, she writes, strike 
adult women who experienced sexual abuse as children: 


® migraines, headaches and back problems; 
¢ stomach problems; 

* eating disorders; 

¢ asthma; and 

¢ epilepsy. 


Badgley (1984), Wiebe (1985), Ennew (1986) and Bagley (1986) also point to strong links between 
youth prostitution and a history of child sexual abuse. Indeed, it is thought that many young run- 
aways are victims of sexual abuse who have left home to escape the abuser; ironically, they often 
turn to prostitution because it is the only way they can earn money. 


Finkelhor (1984), while agreeing that sexual abuse and its effects were under-recognized in the past, 
points out that current research does not provide conclusive evidence of long-term traumatization 
enduring into adulthood. Study samples have tended to be drawn from clinical situations and, 
therefore, may not be representative of all victims of child sexual abuse. Moreover, the observed 
problems may be attributable to childhood events other than the sexual abuse itself (e.g. neglect, 
family disruption). With reference to existing studies, Finkelhor notes that they have shown "that as 
a group those who have been victimized have demonstrable long-term deficits compared to those who 
have never been victimized" (p. 197); however, it is not possible to determine the exact nature of 
these deficits and, furthermore, there have not been sufficient comparisons made between clinical 
and non-clinical samples of victimized persons. Nevertheless, Finkelhor emphasizes, as do Erickson 
et al (1984), Bagley (1986) and Tamarack (1986), that while the majority may not suffer long-term 
harm, a significant minority of victims do suffer traumatization which they carry into adulthood. 
These authors, along with many other researchers and practitioners in the field, stress that absence 
of long-term harm in no way mitigates the seriousness of the offence. 


3.4.6 Identifying and Determining Sexual Abuse 


Erickson et al (1984) note that the warning signs of sexual abuse are more difficult to discover than 
those of physical abuse or neglect: children tend to be secretive about the abuse and protective of 
their family. The authors warn that there is still a strong tendency to disbelieve children’s revela- 
tions of abuse and that this acts as a deterrent to the children who want to talk about their 
predicament. Often a child will retract a previous disclosure of sexual abuse if questioned about it 
repeatedly, because this implies disbelief. Also, if there is a time lapse between the initial revelation 
and the investigation, this gives the parent(s) time to construct a story and pressure the child into 
denial of the abuse (p. 92-93). Erickson e¢ al note that it is far more common for a child to make a 
false retraction than to make a false accusation of abuse. 


The literature provides many lists of warning signals for professionals and others to monitor as 
possible indicators of sexual abuse (e.g. Ontario Association of Professional Social Workers, 1983; 
Erickson et al, 1984;, Ghent et al, 1985; Halliday, 1985; Wiebe, 1985; Brassard et al, 1986). There is 
considerable similarity among these lists; the following, from Brassard et al is a representative 
example: 


e difficulty in walking or sitting; 

¢ torn, stained, or bloody underclothing; 

¢ complaints of pain or itching in the genital area; 

¢ bruises or bleeding in external genitalia, vaginal or anal area; 
¢ venereal disease, particularly in a child under 13; 

¢ poor peer relationships; 
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¢ behaviour typical of a younger child such as bedwetting or infantile, withdrawn or even retarded 
behaviour; 

¢ a change in appetite or sleeping patterns; 

¢ need for an unusual degree of reassurance from a parent and excessive clinging, particularly when 
the offender is around; 

¢ unwillingness to change for gym or participate in physical activities; 

¢ fear and anxiety regarding the opposite sex; 

¢ bizarre, sophisticated, or unusual sexual knowledge or behaviour; 

¢ indiscriminate hugging, kissing, or seductive behaviour with children or adults. (p. 103) 


The Ontario Association of Professional Social Workers (1983) provides a listing of behaviours 
characteristic of perpetrators of child sexual abuse: 


¢ often domineering in attitude but emotionally weak; 

® misuses alcohol or chemicals; 

¢ suggests or indicates marital or relationship difficulties with adults; 

¢ appears unusually protective, possessive or jealous of the child; discourages social contact of the 
child with peers or other adults; 

¢ indicates own social isolation, loneliness, especially as a single parent; 

¢ clings to child both physically and emotionally for comfort; appears to ‘woo’ the child when together 
as though child were potential or actual lover; 

¢ tends to blame others for life difficulties, disappointments and for inappropriate sexual behaviour 
with child; may accuse child of causing sexual abuse; may try to minimize seriousness of situation; 

¢ encourages child to engage in sexual acts or behaviour; 

¢ shows immature impulsive behaviour. (p. 13) 


3.4.7 Prevention, Protection and Treatment 
3.4.7.1 Prevention 


Education, within the school system, in the wider community, and through the public media, is seen 
as one of the key ways of preventing child sexual abuse. Education is the primary means of fostering 
attitudes that are socially desirable and changing attitudes that are unacceptable. The other 
principal vehicle for prevention, legislation, reinforces the values and attitudes that have been 
deemed appropriate by society. 


MacLeod and Wachtel (1984) recommend measures directed both to children and to adults via the 
school system including: 


¢ community education courses on the recognition of child sexual abuse (through regular school 
curricula, night school and extension courses); 

* personal safety programs for children in the school system, to make them aware of their basic 
rights, integrity of the person, safety and appropriate privacy; 

* courses presenting models of non-sexist, non-exploiting social attitudes towards men, women and 
children; and 

* courses on appropriate parenting skills for children of all ages, especially boys (including 
opportunities for contact with infants). (p. 56-57) 


MacLeod and Wachtel also recommend that local groups undertake community-level programs, 
operating through community centres and family counselling agencies. These programs could also 
work through the news media to sensitize the public to the problem and to aspects such as the 
impact of pornography on social attitudes toward women and children (p. 59). 


Mitchell (1985) elaborates further on the above themes, stating that education must focus on 
changing sexist attitudes and the notion that children are chattels: 


"Some of the first steps have to be teaching men to be the caretakers, not the owners of 


children;...teaching parents to have more control over their own lives and less over their 
children’s. Essentially, what we need are women and men who are treated equally and fairly in 
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this society and children who are considered valuable. If children were seen as valuable, 
autonomous human beings, then fewer men would want to damage them - friend, relative or 
stranger." (p. 107) 
In a more general vein, Finkel (1987) writes that it is necessary to address the entire question of "the 
role of children in our society, particularly their rights to protection and respect within the family 
and community." (p. 250) 


3.4.7.2 Protection 


Education, particularly of young children, is also seen as a major form of protection. There is much 
consensus in the literature with regard to ways of teaching young children to identify, avoid and 
protect themselves against sexual abuse. The school system is generally seen as the main agent for 
this type of initiative, with parents providing reinforcement in the home (MacLeod and Wachtel, 
1984; Halliday, 1985; Mitchell, 1985; Finkelhor, 1986; Finkel, 1987). This entails not only the 
development of programs directed at the children, but also education of parents and teachers. For 
example, "Feeling Yes, Feeling No", a play which is presented in schools to groups of children, 
teachers and parents, has been used in some Canadian cities as a teaching tool; it uses humour and 
entertainment to reach children with a serious message and to help parents protect children. 
Sensitization of school staff (teachers, administrators, school nurses) to the issue serves the 
additional protective function of helping them to identify children who may be abused or at risk for 
abuse. Runtz and Corne (1985) recommend training for all teachers and school nurses and the 
development of protocols to guide their response to the problem. 


Parent education focuses on encouraging communication with children about acceptable and 
unacceptable touching and on teaching parents to listen to and interpret correctly the messages their 
children are trying to convey. This may entail a change away from popular notions. of obedience to 
adults: the child should be encouraged to say "no" to unacceptable touching. Halliday (1985) and 
Strith (1986) point out that warning children not to talk to strangers is insufficient, since most 
abusers are not strangers and a great many are family members. Parents also need to learn the 
verbal and silent clues that indicate abuse, since children often do not speak outright about being 
sexually abused. 


Health care professionals are required to report cases of suspected sexual abuse and, therefore, 
comprise part of the protection system. Finkel (1987) provides a list of symptoms that could lead to 
diagnosis of sexual abuse if found during the course of a physical examination (p. 248). Steps may 
then be taken by child welfare authorities to protect the child against further abuse through such 
measures as placement in a foster home, and by law enforcement agencies through such measures as 
arrest of the offender under child protection laws. 


Once a disclosure has been made, the first step in protecting and treating sexually abused children is 
to believe them. As was noted above, the tendency had been to disbelieve children’s revelations of 
abuse, dismissing them as fantasies. Recent writings, however, emphasize that children do not lie 
about being sexually abused (MacLeod and Wachtel, 1984; Halliday, 1985; Mitchell, 1985; Runtz and 
Corne, 1985; Wiebe, 1985; Bagley, 1986; Brassard et al, 1986; Fontana, 1986). 


Intervention in cases of child sexual abuse may include the police and courts as well as the social and 
health services. A considerable amount of the literature pertaining to intervention, therefore, deals 
with preparing the child for police interviews and court questioning. MacLeod and Wachtel (1984) 
provide guidelines for cooperation between police and social workers in the joint interviewing of 
children and for the assignment of special crown counsels to such cases (p. 29-30). Runtz and Corne 
(1985) also provide a detailed discussion of the role of law enforcement agencies and the courts. 

They recommend training for judges and crown counsels and allowing the use of such options as 
videotaped testimony, anatomically correct dolls (to aid in descriptions) and testimony in judge’s 
chambers rather than in open court (p. 50). 


MacLeod and Wachtel (1984) provide guidelines for health care professionals dealing with sexually 
abused children. Among the protocols they recommend: 
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¢ Physicians should recognize their important role in reassuring sexually abused children about the 
integrity of their bodies after abuse. 

¢ Immediate medical examinations on an emergency basis are necessary only when forensic evidence 
is likely to be found; otherwise examinations (for venereal disease, trauma and/or to reassure the 
child) should take place in the doctor’s office, during regular hours. 

¢ Collection and documentation of evidence should be done with a view to medical records and tests 
being used as evidence in a trial. 

¢ Training in medical protocol should be continued, especially for people who are likely to be respon- 
sible for this type of assessment, e.g. emergency department physicians. (p. 30-31) 


3.4.7.3. Treatment 


Treatment of sexually abused children requires sympathy and sensitivity on the part of practitioners. 
Bagley (1986) writes that treatment must begin with: 


¢ validating the child’s experience and the resulting feelings as important and not atypical. 
Confused feelings of hatred towards those whom we are supposed to love are normal in such a 
situation; 

¢ alleviating the child’s guilt feelings: victims frequently hold themselves responsible for the abuse, 
and their guilt is intensified upon disclosure and the ensuing family disruption; 

¢ exploration of the child’s feelings towards individual family members, particularly ambiguous 
feelings towards mother and siblings; 

¢ exploration of the child’s perception of feelings of other family members towards her. The initial 
goal is to concentrate on increasing self-awareness and self-esteem to the victim, before she joins 
groups of victims and/or begins joint sessions with her mother. (p. 44) 


MacLeod and Wachtel (1984) see social workers as the appropriate point of coordination for treat- 
ment as well as a source of treatment. In their view, protecting the child from further abuse should 
be the primary goal, therefore therapy aimed at keeping the family intact is not necessarily the best 
choice. The authors reject family-systems approaches which may sacrifice the needs of the victim to 
the desire to maintain the family unit (p. 48). Fontana (1986) similarly notes that individual therapy 
is preferable to family therapy in such cases: 


"Family therapy has been recommended as the treatment of choice. However, some objections 
raised to using this approach as the primary one include parental refusal to cooperate, the 
impact of raising some issues - such as sexual problems between the parents - in front of the 
child, and the traditional stance of family therapists that all are equally responsible for the 
situation under treatment. Individual therapy is strongly supported by a number of clinicians, 
sometimes in conjunction with other types, because it gives the child the greatest chance to 
ventilate those feelings which might later engender the most trouble." (p. 132-133) 


Tamarack (1986) calls the family-systems approach a means of spreading the blame around and 
masking the real origin of the problem (p. 10). She also writes that pressure by therapists to keep 
the family together through adopting a marital/family counselling approach can be harmful to 
victims and their mothers: 


"Couple therapy is usually focussed on reuniting the parents, and on sexual therapy. A woman, 
then, who may have been dissatisfied with the marriage, is pressured to give her husband ‘what 
he needs’ after hearing that he has raped her daughter(s) or son(s). This is more equivalent to 
torture than to a solution... 


Family meetings can be an important part of the healing process, but not when the attacker is 
included. Including the attacker, especially at the beginning before the rest of the family is 
ready, places the victim(s) in a dangerous position both physically and mentally. Victims’ 
stories may be retracted under the pressure of premature confrontation...(which) can cause the 
attacker to believe that he can get away with the incest, and gives him a chance to form alli- 
ances with defensive family members, who may not want to believe that the incest happened. 
Above all, family meetings that include the attacker bind the mother and victim(s) to him, 
preventing any chance to make decisions about the route they want to take." (p. 9-10) 
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Halliday (1985) and Wiebe (1985) point out that victims often feel guilt over what has happened and 
need to be reassured that they are not to blame. Children often have conflicting feelings toward 
their abusers: they hate the sexual abuse, but they love the offender. This conflict must be acknowl- 
edged as normal and natural. Halliday writes that victims may also feel guilty if they experienced 
any sexual pleasure during the abuse, and that they must be reassured that this too is normal and 
not their fault: 


"These feelings do not make the victims responsible in any way nor do they mean that they 
were participants in the abuse. They should be told that the offenders know what they are 
doing, and know how to arouse children sexually." (p. 47) 


Wiebe (1985) lists other important aspects of victim treatment: 


¢ raising self-esteem; 

° providing age-appropriate sex education and guidance; 

* reassuring them about their physical health, i.e. that they have not been damaged and that nobody 
will know, from looking at them, that they have been sexually abused; 

* teaching them assertiveness, i.e. that they control their own bodies and have the right to say "no"; 

° helping them to distinguish between affection and sexual behaviour; and 

* teaching them how to interact with children their own age (since sexually abused children often 
"lose" aspects of their childhood). (p. 32-33) 


MacLeod and Wachtel (1984) enumerate similar treatment goals and list some of the types of © 
therapy that may be appropriate: 


¢ play therapy for younger children; 

¢ art/music therapy; 

¢ one-to-one counselling for the verbal child; 

¢ group therapy; 

¢ mother-daughter counselling; and 

¢ family therapy where appropriate, i.e. mother, siblings and extended family. (p. 49-50) 


The authors emphasize that victims and other family members must not be pressured to engage in 
joint therapy sessions with the offender (p. 50). 


Halliday (1985), Mitchell (1985) and Bagley (1986) refer to the utility of self-help groups as therapy 
and support for victims. Halliday, describing the approach used by Sexual Abuse Victims 
Anonymous (SAVA), observes that "talking to someone who has been in the same situation makes 
the victim more at ease and less afraid of judgment." (p. 54) The group sessions do not exert pressure 
on participants to speak but, Halliday writes, they usually do speak. Through these groups victims 
teach one another how to cope and help themselves (p. 53-56). Runtz and Corne (1985) refer to 
several similar groups for adult women who experienced sexual abuse in childhood. 


Wachtel and Lawton-Speert (1983) document nine treatment programs, three Canadian and six 
American. These include: 


* self-help groups for offenders, for victims and for non-offending parents; 
¢ individual counselling; 

¢ family counselling; 

¢ judicial system oriented treatment and support; 

¢ offender treatment; and 

* therapy groups for victims, parents and other family members. 


The abused child is the primary focus of all nine programs, although not all offer direct services to 
the victims. The authors describe those needing treatment as follows: 
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"The abused child (and the adult incest survivor) is a primary client. The offender is another 
candidate. The non-offending parent certainly needs support, and where she denies her 
daughter and is herself bound into a pathogenic dynamic, may require a lot of assistance and 
treatment. Non-abused siblings may have been traumatized, their relationships within the 
family are likely also distorted. Other affected kith and kin need information and preparation 
to understand the incest and react positively and supportively.” (p. 14) 


In discussing family-systems approaches, Wachtel and Lawton-Speert state that the central question 
as to the feasibility of such approaches is whether or not the perpetrator can be rehabilitated: 


"If the offender is not seen as rehabilitable, family reconstruction must take on a different 
meaning. Some programs stress the goal of supporting whatever family fragment could be 
viable. Generally, the best that can be accomplished is a strengthened unit of mother and 
children." (p. 15) 


The authors enumerate the reasons frequently cited by practitioners for maintaining the family unit. 
They note that while nobody actually recommends reconstituting the family regardless of the child’s 
best interests, there are economic, social and psychological arguments which are often used in favour 
of keeping the family together: 


¢ difficulties in finding appropriate foster care for children, as the child victims may have 
behavioural problems; also, foster care is an additional cost; 

¢ even if mother-child(ren) units are preserved they are likely to live in poverty, which may create a 
new set of additional problems; 

¢ therapy ought to address the "essentially unbreakable" bond between parent and child. (p. 16-17) 


Another problem may arise from the daughter resenting her mother even more than she resents her 
father; however, most programs assume that a non-offending mother can and should be reunited 
with the victim (p. 17). 


Programs for mothers of victims are frequently referred to in the literature on treatment, in the con- 
text of either individual treatment or therapy in conjunction with the child. Halliday (1985) 
describes the difficult situation faced by mothers of victims: they are often resented by the victims, 
they may feel their loyalties torn between husband and daughter and they receive little help or 
support: 


"If the mother supports the offender, her friends, neighbours and relatives are appalled: "How 
can you stay with him after all he has done to your child?’ If the mother kicks the offender out 
and supports the victim, then she is met with ‘How can you desert him now when he needs you 
the most? She cannot win." (p. 29) 


Mothers are also subjected to pressures from professionals who blame her, or who claim that the 
child has fantasized the abuse, or who make her feel guilty for leaving her husband. 


MacLeod and Wachtel (1984) write that the non-offending parent plays a very important role in 
rehabilitating the child victim. They recommend the following: 


* crisis counselling to help the mother cope with disclosure, followed by group or individual coun- 
selling to assist her in giving support to the child victim; 

* recognition that many non-offending parents may be survivors of sexual abuse themselves, which 
may affect their reaction and response to the child victim; 

* giving the mother access to information about the process of the case and about resources within 
the community which can offer legal, financial and counselling services; 

* giving non-offending parents access to information on child sexual abuse and on healthy sexual 
functioning; 

¢ should she choose to become independent from the offender, giving the mother support and infor- 
mation on resources which she may tap, including educational upgrading, employment services, 
legal information and income assistance; 
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¢ in cases of intergenerational abuse, helping the mother to recognize and acknowledge abuse which 
may have happened to her and to no longer protect the offender; for example, in cases in which a 
grandfather abuses his grandchildren, the mother was often a child victim as well. (p. 51-52) 


In addition to treating mothers of victims, a number of programs also consider it essential to treat 
the victim’s siblings (Wachtel and Lawton-Speert, 1983; MacLeod and Wachtel, 1984; Bagley, 1986). 
MacLeod and Wachtel write that siblings have a right to know what has happened in the family, and 
that whether or not they themselves have been abused, they are victims of the family disruption 
which has been caused by the abuse, the disclosure and the interventions (p. 52-53). 


Treatment for offenders, as Finkel (1987) observes, is less available and less advanced than treat- 
ment for victims. This is due in part to the fact that entry into existing programs requires an 
admission of guilt, and this could make the offender liable to criminal prosecution and possible 
imprisonment (p. 249). Runtz and Corne (1985) define three basic models for dealing with offenders: 


¢ incarceration; 
¢ therapy in lieu of incarceration (with or without probation); and 
¢ therapy plus incarceration. (p. 63) 


There is considerable debate in the literature as to the relative efficacy of criminal justice system 
and social/health services system approaches to dealing with offenders. Badgley (1984) focuses on 
the criminal justice system as the principal remedy and proposes legislative amendments to put this 
into practice. Mitchell (1985) favours the incarceration of offenders as a way of: 


¢ demonstrating to them that society will not tolerate child sexual abuse; and 
¢ protecting children from further abuse by these offenders. (p. 106) 


Others, such as MacLeod and Wachtel (1984), Halliday (1985) and Runtz and Corne (1985) consider 
that criminal proceedings and incarceration (or the threat thereof) are essential to getting the 
offender to participate in therapy. Halliday describes the manipulative tactics used by many offend- 
ers following their exposure to gain sympathy from the authorities and regain acceptance from their 
families, and concludes that the court system is the only way to ensure that they get treatment: 


"Before my work with sexual abuse victims, I was very idealistic. I believed that offenders 
would automatically seek treatment if they were exposed. Now I strongly believe prosecution is 
the only way these offenders will ever seek help...The offender will cry like a baby and promise 
the world, and mean it, but the minute he has the household back under his control, he forgets 
his promises. The court seems to be the only power the offender understands.” (p. 39) 


Runtz and Corne (1985) note that many offender treatment programs in the U.S.A. and Canada rely 
on a combination of incarceration and treatment. They cite the advantages of this approach in 
providing a clear indication to the offender that his acts are criminal and unacceptable to society, 
and a clear message to the victim that (s)he is not responsible for the abuse. 


"The benefit of such a combination approach is that the child is protected, and the offender is 
removed from the home and is forced to take responsibility for his actions through both incar- 
ceration and therapy. Ideally, when released, he will be less likely to reabuse his children 
sexually." (p. 64) 


MacLeod and Wachtel (1984) see a similar utility to combining punishment and treatment, and 
include among their recommendations prosecution and professional assessment of all offenders and 
close, ongoing monitoring of them following treatment, possibly through the use of extended terms of 
probation (p. 53-54). 


Court-mandated treatment as an alternative to incarceration is seen by a number of experts as a 
more humane and practical way to deal with the offender. Wachtel and Lawton-Speert (1983), 
Runtz and Corne (1985), Bagley (1986) and Finkel (1987) all refer to the Giaretto Model, a program 
which originated in California and has been applied in other communities, including one in Calgary. 
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Under this approach offenders must go through criminal proceedings but receive a suspended 
sentence which is conditional upon their following the treatment program. The program itself is 
community-based and consists of two self-help groups: 


¢ Sons and Daughters United (victims and their siblings), 
¢ Parents United (offenders and non-offending spouses) 


and sometimes a third group: 
¢ Adults Molested as Children United (former victims). 


The rationale behind this type of program is that authoritative intervention is needed because sexual 
abuse is an abuse of power, but that support offered through treatment is also needed. Offenders 
begin with individual therapy then move into couple therapy and family therapy, all the while par- 
ticipating in the self-help groups where they are matched with a "sponsor" who provides information, 
support and encouragement to take full responsibility for the abuse. Finkel agrees that 


"Keeping the father out of jail and having him accept the blame and relieve his daughter of 
guilt has major practical and emotional benefits for the family." (p. 249) 


However, while noting that the Giaretto model claims a good success rate, Finkel points out that it 
requires a great deal of effort and resources from the community and would be difficult for most 
communities to implement. 


While the first requisite in offender treatment programs is the abuser’s acceptance of full responsi- 
bility, Wachtel and Lawton-Speert (1983) note that program goals may differ. They draw the 
distinction between resocialization and rehabilitation as treatment objectives: Resocialization is a 
learning model whereby the offender acknowledges his offence, gains some insight into his needs and 
tries to find more appropriate ways of satisfying them. Rehabilitation is aimed at placing the 
offender back into the family and having him assume a suitable parental role. They write: 


"An orientation towards rehabilitation versus mere resocialization may not be tied so much to 
the offender’s prognosis per se but to what is an acceptable reunited family..." (p. 31) 


Many offender treatment programs adopt an approach similar to that of Alcoholics Anonymous: the 
person "recovers but is not "cured", and must be constantly vigilant to avoid a relapse. Halliday 
(1985) is of the view that abusers are never cured and that even after treatment they should never 
again hold a position of power over children (p. 39-40). 


Other forms of treatment include behaviourist approaches, such as aversion therapy and desensiti- 
zation and (usually as a treatment of last resort) medication to control sex drive. 


While many experts insist on at least a partial role for the criminal justice system in dealing with 
offenders, there are some who advocate an approach that does not entail any element of coercion. 
Dawson (1986) advocates a "humanistic" rehabilitative treatment approach aimed at maintaining 
and reuniting families. He writes: 


"Despite attempts to stereotype them, most fathers who have been sexually involved with their 
daughters have no previous criminal record or history of deviant behaviour, are not violent, 
demonstrate remorse and can be assisted through a rehabilitative therapeutic approach. While 
sexual misconduct with a child is wrong, it is by no means the worst crime perpetrated upon 
children by their parents...breaking of a child’s leg in a fit of rage is likely to be more 
harmful...than inappropriate sexual conduct of a minor nature." (p. 73) 


Dawson describes Fathers Anonymous, a self-help program. Participants are required to accept full 
responsibility for having abused their children and to acknowledge that it is wrong and must never 
be repeated. However, the therapeutic mode of the program is based on family-systems theory, i.e. 
the sexual abuse is a family problem with predisposing factors to be found in dysfunctional marital 
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and family relationships. The criminal justice system may be involved, but this must be in a positive 
rather than a coercive way (i.e. provide incentives and reinforcement for behavioural change rather 
than punish). This type of program is not suitable for all offenders, so participants are screened to 
eliminate recidivists from incarceration or other programs, violent offenders and substance abusers 
(unless receiving treatment for their addiction as well). Dawson reports that most participants to 
date were court-ordered into the program in lieu of imprisonment. With regard to treatment out- 
comes, he writes that participants have increased their self-esteem to the point where they are ready 
to take steps to resume their relationships with wives and daughters; however, he notes that the 
program has been less successful in its aims of increasing the men’s level of empathy and their 
capacity to give and receive affection and support (p. 78). 


Regardless of their preferred approach, authors writing about treatment perceive a need for more 
programs geared to offenders and for more evaluation research to determine the most effective ways 
of addressing the problem. 


3.4.8 Other Forms of Child Sexual Abuse in Families 
3.4.8.1 Boys as victims 


The sexual victimization of boys has received far less attention in the literature than the abuse of 
girls. This is due in large part to the documented preponderance of girls as victims, however there 
are other reasons: the recent concern with child sexual abuse has arisen from the women’s move- 
ment, and this has focused the attention of professionals on the sexual exploitation of girls. Another 
factor is the focus on intrafamilial aspects, which apply more to girls than to boys: although male 
abuse victims often know their assailant, the latter is more likely to be someone from outside the 
immediate family. (According to U.S. statistics, when boys are abused in the family, in 60% of cases 
it is in conjunction with the abuse of another child, usually a sister.) Finkelhor (1984) notes that boys 
now comprise one-quarter to one-third of the clients in some U.S. victim treatment programs. He 
cites studies, including two of his own surveys, in which between 2.5% and 5% of male respondents 
reported some form of childhood sexual abuse. Badgley (1984) estimates that one in three males in 
Canada has experienced an "unwanted sexual act" before age 18; however, this is a wider definition 
of abuse than is used in most studies and in this review. 


Finkelhor (1984) and Nasjleti (1986) suggest that sexual abuse of boys is under-reported, and that 
this is due to the ways in which boys are socialized: 


¢ self-reliance and self-assertiveness are seen as essential masculine values; therefore, being a 
victim is "unmanly", out of keeping with the prevailing ethic; 

¢ most abusers of boys are male; therefore, victims are subject to being stigmatized as homosexuals; 
fear of censure and fears about their own sexuality may deter them from revealing the abuse; 

¢ social agencies dealing with sexual abuse usually concentrate on the intrafamilial aspects; as was 
noted above, boys are less likely than girls to be abused by members of their immediate family. 


Finkelhor (1984) writes that reported cases of sexual abuse of boys in the U.S. indicate that the 
victims are more likely to come from lower socio-economic groups: National Incidence Study (1979) 
statistics show that 62% of male victims, compared to 40% of female victims were from lower 
socio-economic groups. 


3.4.8.2 Women as perpetrators 


Due to the preponderance of men as perpetrators of child sexual abuse relatively little attention has 
been paid to women as perpetrators. Finkelhor and Russell (1984) observe that several authors have 
contended that sexual abuse by women is under-reported and underestimated. Finkelhor and 
Russell discuss a number of incidence studies and analyze the findings. They note that the two 
largest U.S. studies apply a double standard in identifying male and female perpetrators: males are 
classed as perpetrators only if they have actually committed sexual abuse; females are classed as 
perpetrators if they have "permitted acts of sexual abuse to occur" (p. 173). This can include: 
neglect; failure to stop the perpetrator from abusing the child; and "inadequate or inappropriate 
supervision of a child’s voluntary sexual activities" (e.g. in situations where a child is sexually 
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involved with someone two or more years older). Finkelhor and Russell also point out that a female 
is listed as perpetrator in many cases where a male is also listed: in 60 of 87 cases involving abuse of 
girls and 12 of 22 cases involving boys in one study. They write: 


",.most clinical accounts of situations which include both male and female perpetrators usually 
show the interest and initiative for the sexual abuse to come from the male. Frequently the 
female partner is participating under duress. It is certainly not justified to consider these 
situations as straightforward instances of sexual abuse of children by females." (p. 172) 


In their opinion the estimates of 24% female perpetrators in cases of abuse of boys and 13% in cases 
of abuse of girls is inflated by the application of different criteria to men and women. With reference 
to another study showing women as perpetrators in 14% of cases involving boys and 6% of cases 
involving girls, Finkelhor and Russell comment that, given the relative numbers, 6% of 5032 girls is 
greater than 14% of 803 boys; therefore, the idea that women are more likely to abuse boys than girls 
is not supported by the data. They write: 


"The point about male preponderance is not that women never do harmful things to children’s 
sexuality. It is only that women do not use children for their direct physical sexual gratification 
as often as men do." (p. 180) 


Nor do Finkelhor and Russell believe that boys are more reluctant to report abuse by adult women 
as opposed to abuse by men, especially in sociological self-report studies where the objective is infor- 
mation rather than intervention or follow-up action of any kind: 


"In fact, if anything, since sexual contacts between young boys and older women would seem to 
be among the least stigmatized of the cross-generational contacts... we might expect candor 
about such experiences in self-report studies to be even higher?" (p. 180-181) 


Characteristics of female perpetrators noted by Finkelhor (1984) include: 


¢ tendency to be from low-income group; 
¢ tendency to abuse very young children; and 
* tendency to combine physical and sexual abuse. 


This suggests that mother-child sexual abuse may be far more similar in etiology to mother-child 
physical abuse than to father-child incest. 


Nasjleti (1986) reports on a treatment program for male incest victims aged 12-17. She attributes 
under-reporting of mother-son incest to a variety of factors including fear of being disbelieved 
because this form of incest receives little media and public attention, and fear that no action will be 
taken because the incest is not considered to be harmful to them (p. 70). She concludes that boys are 
subject to unrealistic expectations of self-sufficiency, which results in underplaying the seriousness 
of sexual abuse perpetrated against them. 


Finkelhor and Russell (1984) comment that part of the current interest in questioning the idea of 
male preponderance as sexual abusers of children has arisen from the fact that researchers and 
practitioners are uncomfortable with its implications: 


"The fact that primarily men commit sexual abuse does have discomforting ideological implica- 
tions. In a cultural climate where feminists have called upon men to relinquish certain 
traditional modes of behavior, such facts bolster feminist arguments and thus may create 
defensiveness in those who oppose feminist claims. For some people the problem of sexual 
abuse might be an easier cause to promote if it was not entangled in ‘gender politics.’... But 
reality cannot be twisted to suit any particular ideological or political need. The solution to the 
widespread and destructive problem of child sexual abuse can be found only if we face the truth 
about it - a truth we believe to be well-documented by the evidence and well-fitted to our 
current understanding of sex roles and male and female sexuality," (p. 184-185) 
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4. Wife Assault 
4.1 Definition 


A variety of names - marital violence, interspousal violence, domestic violence, spousal assault, wife 
battering, wife abuse, woman battering, partner abuse, wife beating - are applied to the act of wife 
assault. Wife assault falls into the categories of violence and abuse as defined in Chapter 2 of this 
work. The term "wife assault” has been chosen for this review because: 


¢ the victim is almost always the woman; 

¢ she is usually living in a marital or marital-type relationship with her assailant; 

¢ the violence against her, i.e. the assault, can take many forms (battering, intimidation, sexual 
abuse, confinement) and constitutes an assault to her entire person, not only to her physical body. 


Among the definitions that have been formulated to describe wife assault, the following are a 
representative sampling: 


"Wife assault involves the intent by the husband to intimidate, either by threat or by use of 
physical force on the wife’s person or property. The purpose of the assault is to control her 
behaviour by the inducement of fear. Underlying all abuse is a power imbalance between the 
victim and the offender." (Sinclair, 1985, p. 15) 


"Wife assault is generally defined as the physical or psychological abuse directed by a man 
against his female partner, in an attempt to control her behaviour or intimidate her. It can 
include only one episode with significant physical or emotional damage, but more frequently 
involves repeated, escalating incidents which result in physical injury or symptoms, or emo- 
tional or psychological sequelae which interfere with her well-being or the functioning of the 
family." (Ontario Medical Association Committee on Wife Assault, 1986, p. 772) 


"Assaultive behaviour by a man against a women in an intimate, sexual, theoretically peer, 
and usually cohabitating relationship. Physical battering includes all aggressive behaviour 
done by the offender to the victim’s body. It includes pushing, pinching, spitting, kicking, 
pulling hair, hitting, punching, choking, burning, clubbing, stabbing, throwing acid or boiling 
water, shooting and so forth." (Ganley, 1982, quoted in Pressman, 1983, p. xxiii) 


"Wife assault refers to violent acts by men against their wives/partners. The assault may be 
psychological, sexual and/or physical. The intent is to control women through isolation, 
inflicting pain and inducing fear. The physical assaults range from threats, to beating, to 
homicide. They are accompanied by varying degrees of psychological abuse designed to degrade 
and belittle." (Wiebe, 1985, p. 13) 


4.2 Incidence 


For centuries, wife assault has been practised and tolerated. Due to the historical explicit 
acceptance and regulation of wife assault and the tacit acceptance of it as a private matter, it has 
remained a largely hidden crime. It is only in recent years that attention has been focused on its 
prevalence and on the idea that it is unacceptable. Therefore, incidence figures are usually based on 
estimates and projections which in turn vary according to the way in which the issue is defined. 


The most frequently quoted statistic for wife assault in Canada is the figure of one in ten cited by 
MacLeod (1980). This estimate is based on a study of the number of women in transition homes, 
combined with the number of women filing for divorce on grounds of physical cruelty, expressed 
together as a percentage of the total number of married women in Canada (p. 16). Sinclair (1985) 
notes that experts working in this area consider the one in ten figure to be a very conservative 
estimate (p. 18). In a more recent book, MacLeod (1987) estimates that almost 1 000 000 women are 
battered in Canada each year. This estimate is based on a projection of the facts that: 


¢ at least 65 000 (in 1985) requested emergency shelter because they had been battered; 
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¢ 89% of women requesting help for wife battering (in London, Ontario) did not require emergency 


shelter; and ; . 
¢ probably only two out of three battered women request any help from an official agency. 


4.3 Causes and Factors 


As is the case with other forms of family violence, wife assault can be attributed to multiple causa- 
tive and contributory factors. The literature on both research and practice reveals an evolution of 
accepted theories away from individual pathology and toward more social and structural discussion 
of the issues. This trend does not indicate a wholesale shift of opinion, however; earlier theories still 
have many adherents and continue to influence academic, clinical and popular views of the problem 
of wife assault. 


4.3.1 Biological Explanations 


One theory which appeared in the literature of 15-20 years ago but is now rarely seen, is that men 
are naturally more aggressive than women because of male hormones, and that wife assault results 
from the need to release this natural aggression. Whitehurst (1974) draws inferences from the work 
of Tiger (1970) on sex differences: 


"He cites evidence that at the onset of puberty, males produce 20 to 30 times more of the male 
hormone, testosterone, than do females. Although the total amounts produced in the body are 
minute, Tiger claims that the effects on differentially aggressive male behaviour cannot be for- 
gotten nor written off as simply culturally induced differences. To understand male violence, 
then, we must begin with the presumptions that there is some kind of biological difference and 
that this difference does matter for our comprehension of male behaviour, whether it comes 
from body build, hereditary predispositions, hormones, or endocrinology." (p. 76) 


This type of thinking is criticized because it does not explain why some men are generally more 
violent than others, why so many men are non-violent and why some men are violent only to their 
wives and/or children. MacLeod (1980) writes that this type of theory is used to excuse the assailant 
(p. 23) and MacLeod, Wiebe (1985) and Pagelow (1981) argue that the violent behaviour is learned, 
not innate. 


4.3.2 Individual Pathology 


The psychopathology approach views wife assault as the result of deviance on the part of the victim, 
the abuser or both. This type of theory was widely accepted when wife assault was still a hidden, 
unacknowledged social problem and was thought to be a rare occurrence. 


4.3.2.1 Perpetrators 


The notion that assaultive husbands are mentally ill (e.g. sadistic, pathologically dependent) has 
been largely rejected on the basis of three main arguments: 


* no pattern of psychological illness has been found among wife assaulters; 

¢ they rarely behave violently outside the home, thus indicating a rational decision process to con- 
fine their violence to a place where they can get away with it; and 

* wife assault is so common and prevalent that it cannot be explained away in this manner. 


(See MacLeod, 1980; Pagelow, 1981; Gondolf, 1985; Pahl, 1985; Sinclair, 1985; Wiebe, 1985; O.M.A. 
Committee on Wife Assault, 1986.) 


The use of alcohol by assaultive husbands continues to be widely noted in the literature; however the 
emphasis has shifted from regarding it as a cause to a virtual consensus that the alcohol is used as a 
disinhibitor (to give the "courage" to batter) and as an excuse (too drunk to know what he was doing) 
but that it is not a cause or a contributing factor to the tendency to assault. As Pagelow (1981), Pahl 
pe iane Sinclair (1985) point out, men who assault their wives when drunk also do so when they 
are sober. 
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4.3.2.2 Victims 


A far more prevalent application of the psychopathology approach (and one that has been much 
slower to be rejected) is its use to explain why women become victims. Essentially, these theories 
state that women bring the assaults onto themselves. Among the psychological labels that have been 
attached to victims are: masochistic, manipulative, aggressive, frigid, masculine and emotionally 
deprived, needing periodic punishment for "castrating" activity. 


The idea of masochism in particular, i.e. that women enjoy being beaten and therefore find ways to 
provoke assaults, has been especially popular. Pagelow (1981) writes that: 


",..the constellation of beliefs that view women as ‘willing sufferers’ has been handed down for 
generations through the Bible and later ‘explained’ by Freud and others. These preconceived 
notions are accepted as scientific knowledge by many professionals in the mental health field 
and indirectly serve as a basic set of assumptions many professionals use to evaluate patients 
and render judgment." (p. 55) 


Proponents of the masochism theory often cite as proof the fact that so many women stay with 
abusive men for long periods of time. The fallacy of this theory is in its assumption that women stay 
because of, not in spite of, the violence. 


Pagelow (1981) points out an interesting contradiction in the psychopathology explanation for 
women’s behaviour, citing a study (Broverman et al, 1970) which: 


"revealed that practising clinicians assigned traits to females that were considered pathological 
for males or adults. That is, traits that were least valued for ‘normal healthy adults’ were 
highly valued for ‘normal healthy females’. These traits included items such as dependent, 
emotional, submissive, passive and illogical." (p. 55) 


Thus women tend to be in a "no-win" situation: if they exhibit these traits, they are faulty adult 
individuals and are likely to bring beatings upon themselves; if they do not exhibit these traits they 
are not properly feminine and are likely to bring beatings upon themselves. 


Complementing the theory of female masochism is the proposition that certain women deliberately 
seek out and marry the type of men whom they know will assault them; therefore wife assault is the 
result of their choice of partner. Proponents of this view cite as proof the fact that some women upon 
ending an abusive relationship will enter into another one that is also violent. In Pagelow’s (1981) 
study of women who had been battered, 17% reported at least one prior relationship in which vio- 
lence had occurred. When asked about this, respondents stated that they had been attracted to their 
partners "because they were charming, gentle, considerate and kind." (p. 60) Often the violence did 
not emerge until well after the relationships were established. Pagelow notes that many of the 
women in the group had a strong commitment to marriage, and hypothesizes that it may in fact be 
that assaultive men seek out women who are likely to make great personal investments in main- 
taining their relationships. Pagelow also cites evidence that men who are violent in one relationship 
are likely to repeat the behaviour when they change partners: 86% of a sample of assaultive men 
had been violent in previous relationships (p. 62). 


With regard to the likelihood of determining a set of psychiatric symptoms or psychological traits 
that may be said to characterize a potential victim, current literature points out that most of the 
traits that have been observed (e.g. depression, anxiety, helplessness) are the results, not the causes 
of the violence and are, therefore, not predictive. (See Chapters 2 and 3 of this review for critiques of 
after-the-fact observation.) 


4.3.3 Sociological theories as to why wife assault occurs are numerous and varied. They may be 
grouped as follows: 


¢ socialization/social learning theories; 


¢ marital/family dynamics theories; 
¢ resource theories; 
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¢ social and socio-economic stress theories; 
* socio-cultural theories. 


4.3.3.1 Social learning theories applied to the causation of wife assault are: 


¢ childhood experience of violence in the family of origin; and 
¢ adherence to rigid sex role definitions. 


The theory of intergenerational transmission of violence, or the cycle of violence, continues to be cited 
as an important factor in wife assault. MacLeod (1980; 1987), Pressman (1983) and Gondolf (1985) 
cite studies showing that both offenders and victims had experienced violence in their families of 
origin. The percentages are substantially higher for offenders: MacLeod’s (1980) study of women in 
transition homes showed that 36% of the women and 56% of their partners had been beaten as 
children (p. 24); MacLeod’s (1987) later study of transition homes indicates that 39% of the women 
had been physically abused as children and 24% had been sexually abused, 61% of their partners 
had been abused as children (p. 39). Pressman cites studies showing violence (either against the 
child or between the parents) in 33% of the victims’ families of origin and over 80% in those of the 
offenders. Gondolf cites similar studies; however, he notes the criticisms that have been levelled 
against the way in which the evidence is used, and further notes that: 


"The low percentage of women who witnessed violence suggests, if anything, that the batterers 
learn violence, and the women are not accomplices but more helpless victims." (p. 30) 


Similarly, Freedman (1985) refers to the many statistics showing histories of violence in family of 
origin of men who batter, but notes: 


"But, while some men may learn that violence is a useful and persuasive tool and that women 
and children are acceptable targets, others may be repelled by violence. Many men who say 
their fathers beat their mothers do not beat their wives. Presumably males raised in the same 
household as abusive men experienced similar levels of violence in their childhood homes, yet 
not all brothers of violent man are violent toward their wives or children.” (p. 46) 


Kincaid (1982) and Wiebe (1985) pursue a similar line of argument, noting that insufficient attention 
has been paid to studying batterers who had no history of abuse in childhood and the many men and 
women who have managed to exclude from their adult lives the kind of violence they experienced as 
children. As Wiebe comments, experience of violence in childhood is only one of the ways in which 
we learn to accept violence (p. 13). (For discussion of the intergenerational transmission theory, see 
Chapter 2 of this review.) 


Straus (1980) uses a broader social learning approach than the usual intergenerational transmission 
theory: he postulates that the use of any physical punishment by parents teaches their children that 
physical force is acceptable and justified when used against family members (p. 34-35). However, as 
Straus points out, physical punishment is very widely used. Since not all physically punished 
children grow up to be abusive to their partners, this theory is more explanatory of the attitudes that 
condone wife assault than of the assault itself. 


Sex-role socialization of victims and perpetrators is another factor which has been seen as contri- 
buting significantly to wife assault. Pressman (1983) writes that despite the greater attention being 
paid to equality between the sexes, parents continue to raise boys and girls in different ways and 
with expectations of different types of behaviour: greater energy and aggressiveness in boys, greater 
docility and conformity in girls (p. 6-7). The author notes that: 


"In a study which described the reports of battering men themselves, husbands delineated 
clearly their beliefs about male-female roles in the family. The men saw their major role in the 
family as that of breadwinner and ultimate decision-maker with little responsibility for the 
emotional climate of the family. Also, the men believed that to be a man one must be strong, 
dominant, superior and successful." (p. 13) 
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Similarly, Gondolf (1985), in a discussion of "malignant masculinity", points to the fact that men are 
socialized to be competitive, dominant and unemotional; they are taught to see women (and children) 
as possessions or rewards rather than as persons. Gondolf notes some of the contradictory expecta- 
tions of men: they are supposed to be dispassionate, yet wildly romantic, and although emotional 
control is an important trait, the open expression of anger is sanctioned: 


"Consequently, being male is fraught with frustration either for not fulfilling the idealized 
masculine role or from struggling with its irreconcilable extremes. This frustration, psycholo- 
gists tell us, is translated into aggression, which in turn is often expressed as violence. In fact, 
men are taught to express aggression primarily as violence rather than through alternative 
modes of creativity, according to the spate of literature on male socialization." (p. 39) 


Pagelow (1981) is one of the main proponents of the idea that acceptance of "traditional ideology" is 
an important factor predisposing men to assault their wives and women to tolerate the assault. 
Pagelow writes: 


“Traditional ideology calls for men to have and maintain power over subordinates in the family. 
If a man, believing that to be a man he must have control over his life and the lives of weaker 
others, finds himself losing control, then he will attempt to regain control by the best resource 
at his disposal. If he has learned that men gain control of others by force and violence, he will 
use that method. 


On the part of female spouses, the predicting variables are (1) willingness to invest in their 
relationships and (2) strong commitment to traditional ideology. It is hypothesized that if a 
woman has great willingness to invest in maintaining a conjugal relationship - if she is strongly 
committed to it for a variety of reasons, and if she firmly accepts traditional ideology - then she 
will neither retaliate nor terminate a conjugal relationship if she is battered." (p. 43) 


Kincaid (1982) refers to this as a "cycle of sexism" which may well exist in the absence of a cycle of 
violence in the family (p. 121). Kincaid notes that men who assault their wives often claim that they 
did so because the wife did not show an adequate understanding or observance of their respective 
roles. 


Walker’s research has centred on the socialization of women and the theory of “learned helpless- 
ness”, whereby women do not develop the skills they need to escape abuse. However, Walker (1983) 
points out that her subsequent research has shown that the situation is "more complicated than 
originally viewed." (p. 33). The battered women in her sample did not perceive themselves as 
traditional - quite the contrary - however they did consider their assailants to be very traditional 
which, Walker observes, probably produces conflict between the man’s and woman’s expectations 
regarding the woman’s role in the relationship. 


Wardell et al (1983) criticize the socialization theory, particularly in its application to assaulted 
women: 


"Indeed, the socialization argument begs the huge questions of social psychology altogether as 
to whether childhood socialization as opposed to adult socialization affects adult behavior very 
much...and whether ideations - attitudes and beliefs - do in fact cause behavior...Given all this, 
there is no reason to believe traditional sex-role socialization has any bearing on wife abuse. 
That the literature continually and groundlessly invokes it does not demonstrate that the wife’s 
ideas play any role in her victimization. (p. 73) 


4.3.3.2 Family dynamics 


Theories stating that wife assault arises from the dynamics of marriage and family fall into two 
main types: 


¢ those that view the assault as a function of the interaction between the spouses, i.e. the way in 


which they handle conflict; and 
¢ those that view the family as fundamentally violent, a place where people hit each other. 
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Social interaction theories view the assault as occurring in the context of an argument and as precip- 
itated by the victim. Whitehurst (1974), for example, makes several references to the sexual double 
standard, whereby a wife "can understand, if she cannot forgive, a husband’s sexual indiscretions" 

(p. 77), but a husband is likely to beat an unfaithful wife. Whitehurst generally views wife assault as 
a husband’s attempt to gain control of the situation, whether it is a verbal dispute or a sexual 
advance. He sees violence as having sexual connotations and implies that the partners may use 
violence as an overture to sex. He refers repeatedly to the violence as being a husband’s reaction to 
something his wife has said or done: 


"Wives seem to have some knack for expressing their violence potential in passively hostile 
ways which comes out fairly clearly in court cases. Gestures of defiance, remarks made during 
the heat of argument, and subtly hostile-appearing techniques are frequently observed. We 
must simply note as a social fact that husbands are often complemented in the creation of 
hostile and aggressive responses to wives by a great number of subtle interactions, signs, cues, 
and passively hostile acts that build the violence possibility in a marriage." (p. 80) 


Pagelow (1981) notes that there are various sociological theories that view women as having superior 
verbal skills and a tendency to win the war of words: their husbands beat them out of frustration 
and anger because they cannot match them verbally. (p. 65) 


Nagging wives have traditionally been viewed as deserving of punishment and, indeed, "nagging" is 
often cited as a reason, and sometimes a justification, for wife assault. MacLeod (1980) writes: 


"According to this popular theory, the victim of intra-family violence is said to verbally torment 
the aggressor mercilessly, usually by nagging, arguing over drinking and gambling and criti- 
cizing sexual performance, until the aggressor is deprived of self control and reacts violently 
towards his tormentor." (p. 24) 


Many other forms of wifely provocation have been described. Wardell et al (1983) refer to the works 
of Gayford (1978): 


"Included as possibly irksome are her dowdiness, inability to manage the family and home, 
good home management, intelligence, sullen silence, nagging, depression, frigidity, and inca- 
pacity for deep emotional warmth" (p. 73) 


As Wardell et al, Pagelow (1981), Kincaid (1982), Pressman (1983) and Pahl (1985) point out, the 
provocation theory assumes that the husband has the right to dictate and enforce standards of 
behaviour, and that contravention of these standards results in physical punishment. Pagelow 
refers to the work of Goode (1971) who, despite deploring the use of excessive force within the family, 
nonetheless views force as essential to maintaining family structures: husbands must be able to 
"threaten, press or persuade’ their wives into carrying out their duties, and society must support the 
husband’s right to do this (Pagelow, p. 22). Kincaid (1982) provides some examples from a survey of 
husbands drawn from 1979 Family Court cases in Toronto: of 37 abusive men who gave a reason for 
assaulting their partners, 17 indicated that her unacceptable behaviour was the reason. Some 
examples: 


¢ husband wanted wife’s paycheques; 

¢ he wanted his wife to get a job; 

¢ his wife comes in late; 

¢ he doesn’t like to cook for himself; 

¢ he dislikes wife’s bad language; 

¢ he doesn’t approve of his wife’s girlfriends; 
¢ wife is financially irresponsible. (p. 127) 


Kincaid notes that: 
"The quotations by the victims and the reports of the interviewing social workers provide strong 


evidence that (a) the husbands of those women believed that they had the right and/or it was 
their duty to be the ‘boss’ in the family; (b) the husband’s status or perceived status was 
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threatened by his wife’s behaviour; and (c) the husband was dependent on his wife performing 
what he deemed to be her appropriate role in order that he might assume what he had learned 
was his ‘rightful’ place." (p. 125) 


Wardell et¢ al (1983) provide the following critique of the provocation theory: 


“Like the socialization analysis, provocation theory also assumes wifely culpability. But the 
very nature of what is being explained here - his violence - means that it is the husband who 
gets to decide in print what he decides in fact: her guilt. After all, the only way for the provo- 
cation theorist to determine a wife’s innocence is to see whether her husband is beating her. 
And so, under the rubric of ‘provocation,’ she may be charged in the literature with a wide array 
of behaviors, some of which are antonyms...Indeed, according to one argument, she may irritate 
him beyond bearing without doing anything at all (Gayford, 1978). This is called ‘passive 
provocation’. Thus the operational definition of provocation becomes empirically equivalent to 
‘anything she does or does not do which, after hitting her, he reports disliking’. (p. 73-74) 


Although the provocation theory continues as a popular stereotype, many studies have shown that 
wife assault is usually not the result of an argument and that, indeed, victims try very hard to avoid 
conflict situations in an attempt to escape abuse. MacLeod (1980) and Wardell et al (1983) cite 
Gayford’s (1978) research in which 77% of victims reported that the assault was usually not preceded 
by verbal arguments. Pagelow’s (1981) research sample furnishes information about (futile) efforts 
the women had made to avoid being beaten, and the author notes that "many people confuse the 
concepts of provocation and justification" in finding explanations for the violence (p. 67). Pahl (1985) 
notes similar patterns in the reports of assaulted women in her research sample. 


The theory that families tend normally to be violent is at the root of a slightly different version of the 
provocation theory: the idea that husband and wife collude in establishing violent patterns of inter- 
action and that the marriage licence is a hitting licence. Proponents of this theory tend to view 
conflicts, mutual combat and battering as points on a continuum of violence, and they hypothesize 
that the more conflicts there are in a family, the greater the likelihood of violence. Since families are 
rarely the harmonious havens they have been thought to be, there is a great deal of “ordinary 
violence”, which arises from the escalation of disputes and is a mode of conflict resolution. This 
approach has been widely criticized because it views violence in terms of "conflict tactics" and as a 
continuum of acts ranging from shouting to shooting, undifferentiated by their circumstances or 
severity of effects (Pagelow, 1981; Greenblatt, 1983; Stark and Flitcraft, 1983; Breines and Gordon, 
1984). (See also Chapter 2 of this review for a discussion of the difference between "conflict" and 
"violence" and for a discussion of "ordinary violence".) Gondolf (1985) further criticizes the idea of 
collaborative violence, stating: 


"A wife’s behavior may reinforce her husband’s violence, but male violence is irrefutably 
excessive and severe. Even if a wife were to nag, manipulate, or assault her husband, she does 
not deserve to be beaten or tormented. The man is ultimately responsible for his violent 
behavior and must be held accountable for it." (p. xi) 


4.3.3.3 Resource theories centre on the relative status and capacities of husband and wife and 
attribute wife assault to imbalances, whereby the wife’s status and/or resources are greater than 
those of the husband. An opposing theory attributes the violence to the woman’s lack of resources 
and economic dependence upon the man. 


According to resource theorists, the spouse with the greater number of resources (e.g. education, 
income, occupational status) has the greater amount of power in the relationship. Many of the 
earlier works of this type, i.e. written in the early and mid-1970s, see the women’s movement toward 
equality as a likely cause of increased wife assault (e.g. Whitehurst, 1974; O’Brien, 1974). 
Whitehurst considers that increased labour force participation, demands for equal pay and greater 
mobility and sexual freedom on the part of women will be perceived as very threatening by men, 
particularly in the lower socio-economic groups (p. 70-71). O’Brien states that husbands who "under- 
achieve" in their role as breadwinner and family head are likely to be violent toward their wives: 
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"This was viewed as a special form of status inconsistency. One interpretation for that violent 
behavior was that it represented the use of coercive, physical force by the husband in an effort 
to reaffirm his superior ascribed sex-role status vis-a-vis the other family members." (p. 74) 


Brown (1980) follows up on the theories of Whitehurst by studying one of the factors said to contri- 
bute significantly to status inequality: wife employment. A wife’s resources are increased when she 
is earning money; she is more likely to want a greater role in family decision-making and a generally 
more egalitarian relationship. He notes that husbands may be able to come to terms with these 
changes and that, although verbal conflict may increase, this does not necessarily mean there will be 
increased violence: indeed, there may well be a decrease as conflicts are resolved verbally. (p. 185) 


Allen and Straus (1980) write about violence as "the ultimate resource". This theory suggests that a 
spouse who lacks resources such as education, money and occupational status will use violence as a 
resource upon which to base his power. The results of their research to test this theory show that 
the more a wife’s resources exceeded those of her husband, the more likely he was to have been 
violent to her. This was found in all groups, but the use of violence as the ultimate resource was 
particularly marked among the lower socio-economic classes (p. 203-204). The authors hypothesize 
that this may be due to greater acceptance among middle class men of women’s equality: 


"Specifically, because of the weakening of male dominance norms in the middle class, a chal- 
lenge to a husband’s superior authority may be less of a threat to the identity and masculinity 
of middle class husbands than of the working class husbands. Middle class husbands may be 
able to adapt to what they formerly paid lip service, and still retain their self-esteem. If this 
is the case, husbands in the middle class have less need to defend an ascribed position of 
authority." (p. 204-205) 


Among the critics of the resource theory are MacLeod (1980), Kincaid (1982), Wardell et al (1983) 
and Breines and Gordon (1984). Kincaid’s research findings contradict those of Allen and Straus 
(1980) in that they show no correlation between socio-economic class and the likelihood of using 
violence. Kincaid also criticizes the “ultimate resource" theory as sexist because males are the ones 
who use the resource of violence to maintain status; Kincaid considers this to be the result of sex-role 
socialization which makes violence and aggression acceptable for males. The author also writes: 


"It is not the lack of resources which brings about violence against women...It is the prevailing 
attitudes to women which brings about a perception of status and status-related resources 
which in turn appear to place men in the position of ‘lacking’ things, a situation which would 
not have arisen had possession and control not been assigned to men in the first place. The 
resource theory perpetuates the notion that, if men’s actual and ideal statuses were congruent, 
there would be less violence. That simply supports a pattern of male dominance by empha- 
sizing problems which arise with its maintenance.” (p. 118) 


Similarly, Breines and Gordon note that the use of terms such as "inconsistency" and "incompati- 
bility" with reference to a woman’s relative status vis-a-vis her husband seems to imply that 
“unconventional circumstances (e.g. a wife with higher status that her husband) are deleterious." 
(p. 21) MacLeod, in offering a similar criticism, further notes that resource theory does not explain 
the high rate of violence against women who work in the home and assume the traditional 
wife/mother role (p. 25). 


A number of authors point out that the economic dependence of a wife makes it more likely that she 
will be beaten by her husband (contrary to the resource theory). The main reason for this is that she 
has few or no alternatives to remaining in the relationship. Straus (1980), Pahl (1985), Homer et al 
(1985) and Freedman (1985) point out that even "affluent" women, i.e. those whose husbands have a 
good income, are often economically dependent and very restricted in their access to money. It is, 
therefore, not only the resource itself, but the control over it which delineates power in a marriage. 
Pahl describes various forms of money management within families and points out that women 
sometimes have very little control even over their own earnings. Homer et al note that many wives 
are limited to allowances with which they pay the household expenses. They write, with reference to 
their research: 
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"Financial hardship, the burden of responsibilities and the prospect of deeper poverty ahead 
can preserve a violent relationship. Almost half of the women in the study whose family income 
level was between 100-140 percent of the poverty line, returned to their violent partners, a 
higher proportion than among the rest... While it is not the purpose of this study to examine 
any possible connection between the beating of wives and a woman’s material dependency on 
her husband, the evidence shows that the husband’s exercise of power of the purse and the force 
of the fist coincided in the lives of the vast majority of the women interviewed." (p. 90-91) 


Freedman refers to another dimension of the relationship between economic dependence and wife 
assault: 


“Women who do not work for wages may suffer in another way, as their lack of outside employ- 
ment provides a rationalization for battering. If she is viewed as his bought labourer, then she, 
in her role as worker, can be chastised. Her work, maintaining a home and caring for children, 
becomes the terrain for his inspection and potential discipline." (p. 54) 


4.3.3.4 Social and socio-economic stress has been cited as a cause of family violence in general 
(see Chapters 2 and 3 of this review) and some authors view it as a factor in wife assault. This type 
of theory is often used to demonstrate higher incidence of violence among the poor. 


One line of the stress theory is that the family is a place where individuals can release their frustra- 
tions at the outside world. Thus, for example, a man who is disappointed with his job or unemployed 
will turn the anger he feels onto his wife (O’Brien, 1974; Farrington 1980; Straus 1980; Pahl, 1985). 


The frequently-observed phenomenon of wife assault during pregnancy is another area in which 
stress theory is often applied. Gelles (1979) attributes this stress to sexual frustration and the strain 
placed on the family by the anticipation of another family member. He observes that this is par- 
ticularly true if the couple married because of the pregnancy. He suggests that the beating may be a 
form of prenatal child abuse. Gelles also suggests that the woman’s increased dependency upon her 
husband during pregnancy may be a factor in the violence. MacLeod (1980) is of the opinion that 
this dependency is the central factor in wife assault during pregnancy: 


"The birth of a child, in other words, reinforces all our beliefs and traditions which uphold the 
dependence of the woman and the isolation of the family. But enmeshed with these traditions 
is the legitimation of violence by the husband against the wife to support her dependency and 
her isolation. This is not to negate the very real strains and anxiety about new responsibilities 
which men and women feel before the arrival of a child. It is only to say that wife beating is a 
common response to these particular stresses because violence, dependence and isolation are 
intricately meshed in our understanding of the proper role and form of a family." (p. 31) 


MacLeod (1980), Pagelow (1981), Kincaid (1982), Wiebe (1985) and Sinclair (1985) are skeptical of 
claims that the stresses on low-income people cause them to resort to family violence more often 
than those in higher socio-economic groups. They note that the reported higher incidence of wife 
assault among the poor is simply a factor of higher visibility: the poor are more likely to be under 
the scrutiny of social agencies; they are more likely to be accessible for study by social science 
researchers; they usually lack the alternative sources of help available to the more affluent and, 
therefore, rely on police, public social agencies and shelters. Furthermore, as Straus (1980) and 
Kincaid (1982) point out, people react to similar stresses in very different ways. Kincaid writes: 


"It is possible that variables such as income, stress level, number of children and so on are 
merely variables which may add to the complexity of the husband-wife violence problem, but 
are not in themselves causal variables." (p. 21) 


4.3.3.5 Social environment theories refer to the isolation of the family from the outside world. 
The predominance of the nuclear family form, the societal view of the family as a "haven" separate 
from the outside world and the traditional respect accorded to the family’s privacy from outside 
interference all contribute to keeping family violence out of the public eye. Factors such as geo- 
graphic isolation, mobility (frequent relocations) and economic dependence serve further to isolate 
wives who are vulnerable to assault. 
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As Kincaid (1982), Pressman (1983) and Homer et al (1985) note, abusive husbands often discourage 
any outside involvements on the part of their wives, thus isolating them from possible sources of 
help. The traditional unwillingness of authorities to intervene reinforces the isolation of these 
women. Pahl (1985) writes that society’s respect for the family’s privacy raises the question: 


"Who is being protected when privacy is respected? At what point, and at whose request, is it 
appropriate for public agencies to intervene in the private world of marriage?" (p. 27) 


These questions will be explored further in a discussion of structural/political theories (below). 


MacLeod (1987) writes that some women are doubly isolated: women living in rural or isolated areas 
are not only far from sources of help, but may also find that the closeness of community ties in these 
areas acts as a deterrent to reporting and intervention (p. 22). Aboriginal women suffer similar 
difficulties and also tend to be mistrustful of the existing criminal justice, health and social service 
systems (p. 24); and immigrant women may be isolated by their inability to speak English or French 
as well as by the cultural mores of their ethnic groups. MacLeod also refers to the special problems 
of: teenaged women who are battered by boyfriends and are ineligible for services until they reach 
the age of majority; disabled women who require special care and services that are not available in 
the mainstream services to assaulted women; and women living on military bases who face a variety 
of problems and stresses caused by isolation and frequent relocation (p. 28-29). 


4.3.3.6 Socio-cultural theories state that violence is endemic in our society, therefore it is 
"normal" that it should be present in the family: indeed the family is often a training ground for 
violence. (See Chapter 2.) Straus (1980) is one of the main proponents of this view: not only is the 
marriage licence a hitting licence (p. 211) but wife beating also reflects the violence perpetrated by 
governments, through military and police actions, and by the media as entertainment. The cultural 
acceptance of physical force is reflected in the approval of corporal punishment within families. 
These factors combine with sex role socialization and family dynamics to produce wife assault. 
Straus, Pagelow (1981) and Pressman (1983) cite a survey carried out in 1970 (Stark and McEvoy) in 
which one-quarter of respondents indicated approval of spouses hitting each other under certain 
circumstances; men were more likely than women to approve of such behaviour, and middle class 
people showed higher rates of approval than lower-class respondents. Greenblatt (1983) reports on a 
more recent study of circumstances considered appropriate for use of physical force by spouses: this 
study found similar trends to those found in 1970 with the additional finding that there was greater 
implicit tolerance for a man slapping his wife than for a woman slapping her husband. 


The above studies were all done in the U.S., and the theory of cultural acceptance of a high degree of 
violence may be seen as having applications to that society with its emphasis on violent entertain- 
ment, the carrying of weapons and the "frontier mentality." However this does not explain the 
prevalence of wife assault in less overtly-violent societies, such as Canada. Breines and Gordon 
(1984) comment that it is necessary to understand the collective cultural messages and community 
controls that, effectively, regulate and license the use of violence. This issue is addressed in 
structural/political theories about wife assault. 


4.3.4 The structural/political analysis of wife assault is based on an historical perspective of the 
ways in which women have been perceived and treated in society, as reflected by the institutions 
that govern society. MacLeod (1980) notes that "wife beating has been condoned throughout history" 
and provides examples, ranging from 2500 B.C. up to the 19th century, of religious, legal and social 
principles which condone and indeed prescribe that men beat (and in some instances kill) their 
wives. MacLeod writes that the efforts of John Stuart Mill to argue for the rights of battered women 
in the mid-19th century were countered by the prevailing view 


"that the place of women was in the home and that if they were encouraged to leave the home, 
the economy of Britain would be endangered with the increase of ‘underpaid, superfluous 
women’ in the labour market. In other words, they were saying that policies which increase the 
economic dependence of a woman and her husband’s authority over her may indeed increase 
wife battering, but these policies should not be questioned since they also protect the economy 
and preserve jobs for men." (p. 28) 
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The author notes that wife assault continues to be tolerated because of 


¢ belief in the husband’s total authority in the family; 

¢ belief that the wife should obey and serve her husband and practise self-denial; and 

¢ belief in the privacy of the family and its immunity from laws and sanctions that apply to the 
wider society. 


Government reports, such as the Ontario Standing Committee on Social Development’s report on 
Wife Battering (1982) and the report of the New Brunswick Working Group on Wife Battering (1984) 
note that despite advances toward ensuring equality for men and women under the law (e.g. the 
Charter of Rights and provincial human rights legislation) certain beliefs remain persistent: 


¢ that women are inferior to men; 
¢ that the man is the head of the household; and 
¢ that a wife and children are a man’s possessions. 


The New Brunswick report states: 


"These traditional attitudes which were well rooted in the common law system, religion and in 
various cultures which comprise Canadian society will only be lessened with time.” (p. 5) 


These kinds of beliefs are further reflected in the notion that it is a man’s right and obligation to 
mete out discipline to his wife and children in order to control their behaviour. As Kincaid (1982) 
observes, even after the laws changed and women were no longer officially their husbands’ chattels, 
belief in the right to chastise persisted and continues to linger. 


Probably the best-known structural/political analysis of wife assault is that of Dobash and Dobash 
(1979). Like the proponents of socio-cultural theories, they say that wife assault is neither abnormal 
nor deviant by accepted social norms: violence against wives has long been tolerated, condoned and 
ingrained in society. Where they differ from the socio-cultural theorists is in their thesis that vio- 
lence against wives is not a reflection of a general tendency toward violence but rather of a specific 
tendency to view wives as appropriate targets for violence. This view is rooted in the historical 
trends mentioned above, is reinforced in social, economic, religious and legal institutions, and has 
permeated the popular mores of our society. For example, the authors explain the origin of the 
phrase "rule of thumb”: it is based on a British law (repealed in 1891) whereby a husband could 
chastise his wife with a reasonable instrument so long as it was not thicker than his thumb (p. 60). 
Many authors writing about wife assault (e.g. MacLeod, 1980; Pagelow, 1981; Kincaid, 1982; 
Pressman, 1983; Freedman, 1985; Gondolf, 1985) adopt the historical approach used by Dobash and 
Dobash to arrive at similar conclusions regarding the tradition of patriarchy as the context for wife 
assault. Various researchers (e.g. Dobash and Dobash, 1979; Pagelow, 1981; Kincaid, 1982; Yllo, 
1983; Pahl, 1985) have combined this theoretical approach with quantitative and qualitative studies 
which furnish evidence in its support. 


Although wife assault is no longer officially condoned, the responses of the helping professions, the 
courts, religious institutions and social scientists are criticized for continuing to reflect the patri- 
archal attitudes that implicitly justify it (e.g. Pagelow, 1981; Wardell et al, 1983; Dobash and 
Dobash, 1983; Stark and Flitcraft, 1983, 1985; Freedman, 1985; Morgan, 1985; Pahl, 1985; 
Maynard, 1985; Dobash et al, 1985; Small, 1986). By focusing attention (and blame) on the victim 
rather than on the context of the assault, the acceptance of a hierarchical family and social structure 
based on male dominance is perpetuated. 


Kincaid (1982) and Pahl (1985) view existing policy responses to wife assault as being based on 
unrealistic notions of family harmony and privacy. They point out that the propagation of these 
ideals has not served the interests of women in the family. Kincaid writes: 


"the acknowledgement that this is a social problem and not one of individual pathology 
threatens the pervasive beliefs in the family as a place of love, warmth, and shelter from 
harm... many policies affecting the family are based on those beliefs; policies appear to be 
based, therefore, on an ‘ideal’ rather than on an ‘actual’ state. There seems to be a fear that 
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once it is recognized that problems such as husband-wife violence exist, then a death knell for 
the family will have been sounded. What is overlooked is that this lack of recognition serves to 
both prolong and perpetuate the problem for many families." (p. 2) 


Pahl focuses on the concept of privacy in the family: 


" it is argued, when two individuals become a couple, the right of the couple to privacy reflects 
the independent existence of their relationship. The problem with this argument is that it does 
not recognize that protection of the couple’s right to privacy may be at the expense of other 
rights accruing to one or the other partner, such as the wife’s right to the protection of the law." 
(p. 190) 


Dobash and Dobash (1983), Wardell et al (1983) and Morgan (1985) are among the critics of the ways 
in which social scientists have reinforced and validated the traditional view of women and their 
appropriate marital and family roles. These authors reject the notion of scientific objectivity, stating 
that, whether or not it is intentional, scientific enquiry is guided by ideology and theory. Morgan 
writes that: 


"\,, mainstream social science acts to legitimize the state’s ownership of social problems through 
narrow explorations of problematic populations, or symbolic meanings of societal responses, 
instead of the larger structural issue." (p. 64) 


Wardell et al state that "the road to misogyny is paved with good intentions" (p. 79); they criticize 
social scientists for concentrating on discovering the ways in which beaten wives differ from 
unbeaten wives: 


"Far from representing an alternative to sexist depictions of the family, the literature on wife 
abuse reiterates them. Under the rubric of concern for victims, it merely continues the tradi- 
tion of victim-blaming it purports to challenge. In consequence, it offers no thoroughgoing 
challenge to the myth of domestic tranquility, or an insightful analysis of how male dominance 
operates in the specific context of heterosexual domiciles...The only circumstances that can 
explain the sexism of the wife-beating literature are, first, that science itself is an institution 
rather than an independent realm of ideas, and second, that as an institution, science itself is 
shaped by and reinforces the sexism of the society in which it exists." (p. 80) 


Dobash and Dobash adopt a "realist" approach which combines a variety of analytical modes - 
historical, theoretical, social, cultural, interactional and political - in studying wife assault. They 
view this as necessary to achieving an understanding of the subject, as opposed to the more 
conventional sociological approaches which result in generalizations and abstractions. 


The chief criticism levelled at the structural/political theorists by other social scientists is that their 
views are too coloured by ideology and their methods insufficiently rigourous, i.e. that they do not 
pay sufficient attention to basing theory upon empirical evidence. Gelles (1983) writes: 


"The use of ideology in place of scientifically informed theory has become increasingly common 
in the emotion-charged field of domestic violence and has partially inhibited a serious scientific 
program of theory construction in this area." (p. 154) 


Nevertheless Gelles, like a number of other quantitatively-oriented sociologists (such as Straus, 


1980, 1983; and Yllo, 1983) agrees with many of the conclusions of the theorists of the structural/ 
political approach despite disagreeing with their methods. 
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4.4 Victims and Perpetrators 
4.4.1 Victims 
Pahl (1985) makes the following observation: 


"What is ...significant is that we use the term ‘battered wives’ rather than ‘violent husbands’. It 
is rather as though the problem of international terrorists hijacking aeroplanes was described 
as ‘the problem of hostages’! The effect of this renaming of the problem is to shift attention 
from the instigators of the violence to its victims, and the shift tends to make it easy to blame 
the victim for the problem and to encourage a search for solutions among the victims rather 
than among the violent partners. This misnaming is probably no accident.” (p. 5) 


As was noted in the preceding section, considerable effort on the part of researchers and practi- 
tioners has gone into studying the victim, trying to find characteristics that predispose her to being 
victimized, discovering ways in which she precipitates her own victimization, determining why she 
stays with or leaves the perpetrator and prescribing ways for her to modify her behaviour in order to 
avoid being assaulted. As Pahl notes, a great many people believe that the women are somehow 
responsible for their plight and the victims themselves often share these assumptions: 


",..they continue to blame themselves and to feel guilty about the violence, and this is one 
reason why they do not leave but continue to endure the violence." (p. 5) 


Victims of wife assault have long been portrayed as masochists or shrews (or both). In recent years 
they have received a somewhat more sympathetic treatment whereby they are portrayed as helpless, 
disadvantaged, ignorant, naive, dependent and low in self-esteem. It is, therefore, useful to examine 
what the current literature says about wife assault victims. 


Most studies of assaulted women are based on samples drawn from police records, court records, 
transition houses and social agencies. While some researchers in the past have not hesitated to 
draw generalizations from these limited samples, many now acknowledge the fact that these are 
probably unrepresentative (e.g. Pagelow, 1981; Kincaid, 1982; Pahl, 1985; MacLeod, 1987). 


The report of the Ontario Standing Committee on Social Development (1982) states that: 


"Wife abuse is not restricted to any particular ethnic or cultural group; it reaches all income 
and educational levels. Batterers can be found among blue collar workers, high income pro- 
fessionals, and business executives.” (p. 4) 


It stands to reason, therefore, that victims are a highly diverse group. Pagelow (1981) emphasizes 
this fact, and writes of her own research: 


"This investigation may be overrepresented by members of the working class, since 91 percent 
of the survey respondents are battered women who fled their homes to a house of refuge. It 
seems safe to assume that middle-class women have somewhat greater access to financial and 
other resources and, with more available options, may be able to leave a battering spouse 
without this action becoming a matter of public record or knowledge." (p. 84) 


Of the women in Pagelow’s sample, it is perhaps significant that only one-third were employed and 
of these only 3% were earning what might be considered a fairly good income. A higher than average 
proportion - 34% compared with a U.S. average of 9% - had begun cohabiting with the assaultive 
men while still in their teens. 


In Kincaid’s (1982) sample of shelterees, about one-third were homemakers and a further 29.3% 
were unemployed at the time they entered the shelter (some were unemployed because of the vio- 
lence in the home); 35.8% were employed, with most earning very modest incomes ($3,000 - $15,000 
in Canada in 1979). More than half of the sample group were born outside Canada. 
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MacLeod’s (1987) sample of women in shelters shows that the majority were young: 14% were under 
21 and 56% were aged between 21 and 34. Only 20% were employed outside the home and of these 
38% were in “unskilled blue collar jobs such as waitressing" (p. 20); 68% of the employed women 
earned less than $10,000 per year (in Canada, in 1985). Thus it may be concluded that most women 
who resort to shelters do so because they lack the resources to find an alternative. 


Despite efforts that have been made in the past to discover a typology of women prone to victimiza- 
tion, as a means of explaining wife assault, the determining factor would seem to be the presence of 
an assaultive man, rather than any "typical" female characteristics. The idea that certain maso- 
chistic women seek out violent men for the purpose of an assaultive relationship still has currency in 
some quarters but has been discredited in the recent literature. Pagelow (1981) writes: 


"_.. the pilot study failed to reveal one adult woman who believed herself in any way a ‘willing 
victim.’ Even though some in this sample had lived relatively isolated lives, they all seemed 
aware of the stereotype of masochism or neurosis, had compared their own reactions to it; their 
usual response to such suggestions was anger, resentment or denial." (p. 56) 


Given the fact that many women remain in assaultive relationships for a long time before leaving - 
not to mention, of course, those who never leave or even seek help and are, therefore, uncounted - the 
question is often asked: "Why do they stay?" Leaving aside the objections that might be raised over 
asking this question rather than "Why do men continue to assault their wives?", the literature 
suggests a variety of factors which may be classified under three main headings: 


* commitment to the wife/mother role; 
¢ fear of the consequences of leaving; and 
¢ lack of alternatives. 


4.4.1.1 Commitment to the wife/mother role, or what Pagelow (1981) terms "traditional ideology’, 
is manifested in various ways by some victims of wife assault: 


¢ they may feel that they married "for better or worse" and must adhere to their vows; 

¢ they may feel that it is very important to their identity to be married and that a violent husband is 
better than no husband; 

¢ they may feel that it is their responsibility to make the marriage work and maintain harmony in 
the home; 

¢ they may be ashamed to seek outside help because this would entail admitting that the marriage 
has failed, a failure which is seen as their fault; 

¢ they may feel that the children need a father and that a single-parent home would be deleterious 
to their welfare. 


(See MacLeod, 1980, 1987; Pagelow, 1981; Kincaid, 1982; Pressman, 1983; Freedman, 1985; 
Homer et al, 1985; Pahl, Sinclair, 1985; Wiebe, 1985; O.M.A. Committee on Wife Assault, 1986.) 


Since the assaults tend to be, at least initially, sporadic occurrences and are usually followed by 
apologies, contrition and promises never to do it again, many victims, especially those with a strong 
commitment to the marriage and family, live in hope that the assaults will stop. Wiebe (1985) writes: 


"The woman may have strong ties of loyalty, affection and love for her abusive husband and 

may believe things will somehow change. She looks for causes for his behaviour, blaming his 

violence on alcohol consumption, difficulties, jealousy, etc. She may focus on the good times and 

ace oes ed to his promises of reform. Unfortunately, he rarely follows through on them." 
p. 16 


Pressman (1983) writes: 
“Because the battering husband does not necessarily batter every day or even every week, and 
might even at times be loving, attentive and warm, many women retain feelings of love for their 


husbands and desire very much to continue their marriages. What they want ended is the 
battering - not the marriage." (p. 18) 
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And MacLeod (1987) points out that: 


"Even the majority of women who report the violence do so out of hope - that, by reporting the 
violence, she and her partner will be helped to return to their pre-violent state. Of course, she 
may also hope that she will get attention and be listened to because she is frequently lonely and 
unnurtured as a result of the isolation most batterers impose on their victims. She may also 
hope he will be punished or ‘get his just deserts.’ But behind it all, she often just wants them to 
be happy again. The importance of these hopes should not be diminished." (p. 45) 


Out of commitment to the marriage and acceptance of the idea that they are responsible for its 
success or failure, victims will often make efforts to modify their behaviour in order to be more 
pleasing to their husbands and so avert being abused. As many authors (e.g. Straus, 1980; Pagelow, 
1981; Kincaid, 1982; Pressman, 1983; Freedman, 1985; Pahl, 1985; Sinclair, 1985; MacLeod, 1987) 
point out, this approach is a reflection of behaviour that is sanctioned as being properly feminine. It 
is, therefore, not surprising that women respond to their husbands’ violence in this way: indeed, 
they are often advised to do this by experts in the helping professions when they seek counselling. 
After a while, the victim comes to the realization that no amount of behavioural change on her part 
will end the violence. Pagelow (1981) hypothesizes: 


“that almost all victims initially try the first alternative...(of) staying and searching for change, 
sometimes attempting for years to change themselves, their spouses, or both, or whatever situa- 
tional factors their spouses may claim ‘cause’ their violent outbursts (such as meals, finances, 
housekeeping, or child rearing). When those efforts fail, women either resign themselves to 
their ‘fate’ or attempt to get help external to the home. Depending on the type of institutional 
reaction they get, they may leave, effect change, or resign themselves to the violent situations 
and wait for release by death - of either themselves or their spouses.” (p. 50) 


Even if the victim’s love for the assailant has diminished, she may continue her adherence to the 
ideal of the wife/mother role: accepting her fate as immutable; fearing being labelled a failure at 
marriage; believing it her duty to nurture and place the needs of others before her own. She often 
receives considerable reinforcement of these beliefs from family, clergy and the helping professions 
(Pagelow, 1981; Kincaid, 1982; Pressman, 1983; Pahl, 1985; Dobash et al, 1985; Sinclair, 1985; 
Wiebe, 1985). For example, Sinclair cites the kinds of statements often heard by victims of wife 
assault: 


"You made your bed, now lie in it." 
"Marriage is not a bed of roses. You have to take the good with the bad." 
"It’s your duty to stand by him. He must be under stress." (p. 25) 
Kincaid points out that female children are still socialized to view their most important contribution 
to society as being a wife and mother, while males are brought up to expect support from a wife 
whose main focus in life is her husband’s success and happiness (p. 128). Kincaid writes: 
"The woman has traditionally been expected to be the ‘peacemaker’ and ‘nurturer’, and, there- 
fore, being perceived as a ‘home wrecker’ would be a very threatening situation for many 
women." (p. 77) 
Pahl observes: 
"Many wives put up with the violence for years without confiding in anyone, in order to protect 
both their husbands’ pride and their own marriages. The idea that an unhappy marriage must 
necessarily be a ‘failure’ is a pervasive one.’ (p. 78) 
Out of shame over her perceived failure, the victim may isolate herself from family and friends in 


order to prevent the abuse from becoming known. Added to this are ideas about privacy and keeping 
family matters out of the public eye. Pahl writes: 


a: 


"The women indicated that their husbands often reinforced such ideals about privacy and con- 
tributed to their sense of shame. This was done first by blaming the woman for ‘provoking’ the 
violence and then by maintaining that she deserved still more if she violated his privacy by 
seeking assistance from others." (p. 153) 


When the woman does seek outside help, the response is often negative. Wiebe notes that religious 
beliefs and family disapproval may discourage any attempts on her part to leave the marriage and 
that, furthermore: 


"Those in the helping professions may place emphasis on the sanctity of the family unit and 
encourage reconciliation wherever possible. Some don’t want to help or interfere even when a 
woman’s safety is in question.” (p. 15) 


Sinclair notes: 


"Because the two-parent family is considered the ideal, many people feel that the family should 
stay together at all costs. A higher value is placed on the preservation of the traditional family 
unit than on the safety and happiness of the individual family members. As well, there is a 
belief that children need their father present in the home, regardless of the quality of the rela- 
tionship or the risks they encounter as a result of his presence. 


‘She should stay for the sake of the family.’ 
‘A woman’s place is in the home.’ 
‘He’s a good father even if he does hit her once in awhile.” (p. 26-27) 


Thus victims are encouraged to adopt the attitudes of self-sacrifice for which they may later be 
criticized. MacLeod (1987) points out that: 


"It’s easy from an outside vantage point which assumes that the batterer, the battered wife, 
their relationship, or all three are defective, to dismiss as misguided sentiment the woman’s 
heroic attempts to keep her marriage together, to keep her children from knowing about the 
violence, to insist that she loves her husband. The woman’s actions and statements are easy to 
dismiss as long as we assume that the battered woman, along with her partner and their 
relationship, are somehow basically different from us and from non-battering relationships, not 
just in terms of the violence, but in terms of the basic personality of the man and woman and in 
terms of the initial quality of the relationship." (p. 44) 


4.4.1.2 Fear of the consequences of leaving may cause the victim to remain with her husband 
even when she has decided that the marriage is not worth trying to preserve. This includes: fear of 
reprisals and fear of facing poverty and isolation as a single parent. Pagelow (1981), Kincaid (1982), 
Pressman (1983) and Freedman (1985) refer to the fears expressed by victims that if they leave, their 
husbands will come after them and assault them even more severely. Pagelow, Kincaid and 
Freedman cite death threats. Wiebe (1985) and Small and Greenlee (1986) describe the special 
problems faced by immigrant women who may fear deportation if they are "family class" (sponsored) 
immigrants, in the event of leaving an abusive husband. 


Homer et al (1985) refer to the vulnerability of victims to threats against their children, both of 
physical force and of custody suits. They note that fear of losing custody of their children is often a 
factor in women’s decision to stay in or return to a violent marriage (p. 96). However, they also note 


that the extension of beating to the children is often the precipitating factor in a woman’s decision to 
leave. 


Economic dependence is a major impediment to the victim’s ability to leave her assailant, particu- 
larly if she has children. As was noted above, shelter clientele appear to be drawn from those who 
lack the economic resources to strike out on their own and establish new households and new lives. 
It may, therefore, be hypothesized (given the small numbers of shelter spaces) that many of these 
economically dependent women remain in assaultive relationships due to their lack of resources: 
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they may find it impossible to support themselves and their children on low wages; they may fear 
having to go on welfare; those who have been out of the job market for some time may be unable to 
find employment. Even those who are employed may have no money of their own due to their 
husbands’ control over family resources (Homer et al, 1985, Pahl, 1985; Freedman, 1985). As 
Freedman writes: 


"Economic dependence is often cited as a reason why women stay with abusive men...If she has 
to go on welfare, the Children’s Aid may take away her children. Shocking statistics reveal that 
sole support mothers live in the worst housing in Canada and pay a large part of their income 
for it. Furthermore, in 1980, families supported by women under the age of 35 had per capita 
incomes of only $2,094 a year and, in 1981, only 50 percent of young sole-support mothers 
worked. In the same year 82.1 percent of young men heading families held a job." (p. 53-54) 


4.4.1.3 The concept of "learned helplessness", first developed by Walker (1979) has often been 
cited as a factor in the victim’s inability to leave an abusive relationship. According to this theory, 
when women who are repeatedly victimized discover that all their attempts to escape or avoid the 
violence have been unsuccessful, they stop trying and lose all hope of being able to change their 
situation. Pressman (1983) writes: 


"This concept is important for understanding why battered women do not attempt to gain their 
freedom from a battering relationship. They do not believe they can escape from the batterer’s 
domination. For battered women, such perceptions often are accurate, but they need not be for 
this theory to work." (p. 24) 


Learned helplessness can begin well before the assaultive relationship, through socialization 
patterns that inculcate certain types of values in girls, e.g. the appropriateness of being quiet, sub- 
missive and pleasing to men. The empirical basis for Walker’s theory derives from experiments 
carried out on dogs who were subjected to repeated electric shocks. As Breines and Gordon (1984) 
point out, no similar research has been done on humans; therefore, the theory is based on an analogy 
and provides a somewhat oversimplified view of human learning and personality formation (p. 23). 
Nevertheless, Breines and Gordon note, it is useful in helping to understand some aspects of 
women’s victimization. Walker (1983) in a follow-up study, demonstrates that, while the theory of 
learned helplessness may have considerable application to victims of wife assault, many other 
factors have an important influence. Walker emphasizes that: 


"There are no specific personality traits which would suggest a victim-prone personality for the 
women, although there may be an identifiable violence prone personality for the man." (p. 47) 


and furthermore: 


"We found sufficient evidence to conclude that the battered woman’s terror was appropriate and 
her fears that separation would make the violence worse were accurate.” (p. 47) 


A number of authors pursue Walker’s latter point (above) pointing out that the perception of help- 
lessness is not a figment of the victim’s imagination: she very likely has no source of help available 
to her. Small and Greenlee (1986) write that the learned helplessness response is highly functional: 
when the victim reaches out for help, no one is there for her (p. 115). As was noted above, many 
women are deterred from leaving for economic reasons: they cannot afford to pay for accommodation 
and cannot receive social assistance until they are separately domiciled; those women who appear to 
have access to economic resources (e.g. employed women and women whose husbands are affluent) 
but actually live in poverty due to their husbands’ control of family monies, also would be considered 
ineligible for help unless they leave. 


Finally, in addition to exerting financial control, many assaultive husbands, through restraint and 


threats, prevent their wives from seeking help. (See Dobash and Dobash, 1979; Pressman, 1983; 
Pahl, 1985; Homer et al, 1985; Dobash et al, 1985.) Homer et al illustrate this: 
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"Indeed, sheer physical force was used to prevent women reaching any source of help; for 
example, after being beaten they were locked in to prevent then revealing what their partners 
had done. This inherent physical ability to enforce constraints was extended when men were 
unemployed. That situation, for some women, led to every movement being monitored. For 
example, several women were timed when they went shopping, which meant they had to dash 
round the shops and so had no opportunities to make contacts that might provide information 
or support that would allow them to leave." (p. 94) 


4.4.1.4 Informal support systems are almost always the first recourse when victims of wife 
assault decide to seek help. These include family, friends and, to some extent, neighbours. Often 
victims are able to obtain help through these channels, particulary the family. Indeed, both Pahl 
(1985) and Homer et al (1985) point to the unavailability of family support as a major factor in 
women’s decision to resort to shelters. Pahl writes: 


"It is important to remember that it is to their family and friends that most people, including 
battered women, turn first for help: it is only when these informal sources of help prove 
inadequate that people turn to officials and organizations. The amount of ‘welfare’ provided by 
the agencies of the welfare state is far less than that provided by the family, usually by its 
female members.” (p. 79) 


Three-quarters of the women in Pahl’s study had turned to relatives, usually mothers and sisters, for 
help; however, help was not always forthcoming. Some of the impediments to receiving help from 
families are: 


¢ the family members fear violent reprisals from the husband; 
¢ the family members believe that the victim must solve her own marital problems; and 
¢ the family members are physically and/or economically incapable of providing help. 


Some victims hesitate to involve their families out of a desire to protect them from an unpleasant or 
dangerous situation. 


Victims may also approach friends or neighbours for help, but this is usually on a very short-term, 
temporary basis, especially in the case of neighbours. As was noted above, some perpetrators keep 
their wives isolated from family, friends and neighbours in order to discourage attempts at 
help-seeking. 


4.4.1.5 Formal agencies 


When help is not available from informal sources, the victims either give up or seek help from formal 
agencies in the community. Dobash et al (1985) note that: 


"... most women who seek assistance from statutory, social or medical agencies will most likely 
have sought assistance from relatives and friends for some time prior to seeking professional 
assistance." (p. 151) 


The literature is highly critical of agencies for the ways in which they have responded - or failed to 
respond - to the needs of assaulted women. The Status of Women Committee of the Ontario 
Teachers’ Federation (1984) notes: 


"A woman has few options when she makes the decision to seek help. The police may be unable 
or unwilling to lay charges, if called to help, and the courts may be slow and unsympathetic in 
granting injunctions against a husband or giving the wife possession of the matrimonial home. 
The traditional source of help, the clergy, are often more interested in saving the marriage. 
Family physicians tend to concentrate on treating the physical results of the violence. Social 
workers, while they may try to help and counsel a battered woman, frequently encounter the 
refusal of most violent husbands to participate in counselling, and their prevention of 
counselling for their wives." (p. 2) 
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The police are often regarded as the primary interveners in family violence. However, as MacLeod 
(1980), Pagelow (1981), Pressman (1983), Pahl (1985), Sinclair (1985), Wiebe (1985), Freedman 
(1985) and Dobash et al (1985) point out, police response has often been inadequate and inappro- 
priate. Police have tended to be reluctant to intervene in "domestic disputes", believing them to be a 
private matter. When they have intervened, they have tended to view their role as restoring the 
peace (usually by separating the spouses and getting the assailant to calm down) rather than taking 
action against a crime. Several authors point out that police officers often share the prevailing 
stereotyped views of assaulted women (MacLeod, 1987; Pagelow, 1981; Freedman, 1985; Pahl, 1985). 
MacLeod (1987) assesses recent developments in Canada with respect to police response to wife 
assault, which will be discussed under "Prevention, Protection and Treatment." 


Victims who have approached health care professionals also report dissatisfaction with the responses 
they have received. MacLeod (1980) notes that, unlike child abuse, suspected wife assault is not 
reportable by doctors. Furthermore, the medical orientation is to treat the physical symptoms rather 
than attempt to discover their social antecedents. When psychological symptoms are considered, the 
response has often been to prescribe tranquillizers, anti-depressants or anti-anxiety medications 
(MacLeod, 1980; Pressman, 1983; Dobash e¢ al, 1985; Sinclair, 1985) which, as Wiebe (1985) notes, 
"render the woman less capable of dealing with her situation and...ultimately place her at greater 
risk." (p. 15) Some doctors refer victims of wife assault for psychiatric treatment. MacLeod (1980) 
is critical of doctors who view wife assault as a psychiatric problem of the woman (p. 35) and 

Dobash et al point out that psychiatric referral entails implicit or explicit victim-blaming (p. 159). 
Pahl writes: 


"By treating her as though it is her depression, her stress and her suicide attempts which are 
the problem, rather than seeing these symptoms as consequences of the violence of her 
husband, responsibility for the whole problem is shifted on to her shoulders." (p. 90) 


Recent efforts by health care professionals to improve their response to the problem of wife assault 
will be discussed under "Prevention, Protection and Treatment." 


Social agencies and social service professionals are generally perceived as the main source of help for 
family problems. However, critics have pointed out that the social work orientation has tended to 
perpetuate rather than alleviate the plight of assaulted women seeking help (MacLeod, 1980; 
Pagelow, 1981; Dobash et al, 1985; Pahl, 1985; Freedman, 1985: Wiebe, 1985). Social workers tend 
to view the problem as one of interaction between the spouses; they tend to maintain a stance of 
"neutrality" (which, therefore, entails a degree of victim-blaming) and they tend to recommend 
individual changes and adjustments - usually by the wife - as the solution. Social workers tend to 
view their primary role as saving the marriage and maintaining the family unit. Maynard (1985) 
writes: 


"The ‘balanced view’ approach to wife beating is part of general social worker attitudes and 
training. It is related to the idea that professional social workers do not get emotionally 
involved in the problems of their clients and is rooted in a concern to treat most issues in terms 
of the family. One of the primary concerns of social work is to patch up marital conflicts and 
tensions so that relationships may be restored to a working equilibrium - usually for the sake of 
the children." (p. 130) 


Maynard and Dobash et al note the emphasis that is placed on the needs of children and the appro- 
priateness of remaining in the marriage for their sake. These authors point out that, ironically, if 
there is any suspicion of harm to the children, social workers will feel considerable concern and may 
intervene, in marked contrast to their response to wife assault. 


Victims have other problems in dealing with social agencies: often it is the victim alone who seeks 
help, the husband refusing to have any contact with the social agency (MacLeod, 1980; Wiebe, 1985). 
Dobash et al (1985) note that social workers are often reluctant to initiate direct contact with the 
assailants, either because they see it as the woman’s problem or because they are afraid (especially if 
they are female) to confront a man known to have been violent to a woman (p. 160). Pressman 

(1983) suggests that social workers may be hesitant to deal with cases of wife assault because they 
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have no training in how to do this (p. 20). Finally, as MacLeod (1980) and Wiebe (1985) point out, 
social agencies are often inaccessible outside regular office hours, and thus unavailable for crisis 
intervention during the times of greatest need. 


To sum up, it can be seen from the foregoing discussion that victims often have little or no 
alternative to remaining in a violent situation. Their sense of helplessness, in such cases, is 
justified. Citing her research findings, Pagelow (1981) writes: 


"From.the point of view of battered women, options may be few or nonexistent, and without the 
assistance of others to give social support and to introduce alternatives, they may well be locked 
into their situations. Almost 80 percent of the survey sample indicated they had made at least 
one earlier attempt to leave their spouses - attempts that failed..." (p.73) 


4.4.2 Children are often the direct or indirect victims of wife assault. Not only has it been shown 
that assaultive husbands are, in many instances, also assaultive fathers, but assaulted women too 
may vent their anger and frustration upon their children. Furthermore, witnessing wife assault can 
have harmful short-term and long-term psychological consequences for the children. As well, 
children living in the context of a violent marriage may be physically and/or emotionally neglected. 
Sinclair (1985) notes that these children are unlikely to express their feelings, but the stress that 
they experience will show up in physical and psychological problems. 


Jaffe et al (1986) cite evidence of behavioural problems among children who have witnessed violence 
in the home. The authors refer specifically to a study of children residing in shelters for battered 
women, which indicated a significantly higher than average incidence of behavioural problems 

(p. 58). Kincaid (1982) and Pressman (1983) point to a variety of problems among children observed 
in shelters and in schools, and MacLeod’s (1987) study of transition homes indicates that 26% of the 
children were physically abused, 48% emotionally abused and 7% sexually abused by the fathers; 
furthermore, transition home workers estimate that 8% of the women abused their children 
physically, 3% emotionally and 1% sexually (p. 32-33). Transition home staff also reported observing 
abuse and neglect of children during their stay at the shelter. 


As usual, there is much discussion about whether or not there is a cycle or intergenerational trans- 
mission of violence. This theory has strong proponents as well as strong critics, all citing evidence or 
lack of evidence to prove the validity of their stance. 


Pahl (1985) and Homer et al (1985) note that for many of the women in their studies, concern for the 
children was the precipitating factor in their decisions to leave their mates. Pahl notes that many of 
the women decided to leave when it became evident that the eldest child was aware of the situation 


(p. 49). A more detailed description of the effects of wife assault on children will be provided under 
"Effects". 


4.4.3 Perpetrators 


On the whole, less attention has been paid in the literature to the men who perpetrate the assaults 
than to the victims of those assaults. The earlier literature on the subject relied on individual 
psychopathology explanations, but the more recent literature tends to focus on other social, cultural 
and psychological factors. 


Although the theory of mental illness has been rejected as an explanation as to why men assault 
their wives, certain psychological characteristics have been found to be fairly common among 
assaultive husbands: 


¢ rigid definitions of masculinity, femininity and male/female roles; 

* use of violence as a problem-solving technique, and as a means of controlling others; 

* inability to deal with their own or others’ emotions, as shown by (a) inability to see the needs of 
their partners as separate from their own; (b) inability to express emotions other than anger; (c) 
inability to control anger; 

* isolation from others, and consequent inability to share personal concerns with friends or partner; 

* lack of trust of others, including partner; 
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¢ tendency toward excessive jealousy; 
¢ denial of their problem, and abrogation of responsibility to their partners. (O.M.A. Committee on 
Wife Assault, 1986, p. 783) 


Like their victims, perpetrators of wife assault come from a wide variety of socio-economic and 
cultural backgrounds. Studies based on shelter clientele show an over-representation of assailants 
who are unemployed, under-educated and from low-status occupations; however, as was noted in the 
preceding discussion of victims, this is more indicative of the types of families seeking help from 
shelters than it is of the total population of assailants (MacLeod, 1980, 1987; Pagelow, 1981; Kincaid, 
1982). 


While the literature remains divided on the subject of intergenerational transmission of violent 
behaviour, particularly regarding its predictive capacity for later victimization, there seems to be 
some consensus that perpetrators of wife assault show a significant rate of childhood physical 
victimization. This factor is cited as a characteristic of perpetrators by Pagelow (1981), Walker 
(1983) Fagan et al (1983), Pressman (1983), Freedman (1985) and Sinclair (1985). While this does 
not indicate that all male children who are abused or who witness wife assault will become abusive 
husbands, it does show that some male children may be affected in this way. Kincaid (1982) writes, 
with respect to her research results that individuals raised in violent families of origin: 


",..did not necessarily repeat what they had experienced and/or seen. Also, there were people 
who had not experienced or witnessed violence in the family in which they grew up, but who 
had encountered violence in their family of procreation." (p. 121) 


Kincaid (1982) hypothesizes that the "cycle of sexism" (see previous section on Causes and Factors) 
has a more significant impact than the cycle of violence. The author states that both cycles may 
influence a man to become violent toward his partner, but that the intergenerational transmission of 
sexist thinking can lead to violence where there has been no physical abuse in the perpetrator’s 
background: 


"It is proposed here that there is a cycle of sexism which is perpetuated by generation after 
generation systematically teaching not just a double standard of behaviour to men and women 
but also a prescription of male dominance as if it had a biological basis." (p. 120) 


Pagelow (1981) draws a similar inference in her exposition of "traditional ideology" (i.e. the concept 
of rigidly-defined sex roles based on male superiority). There is consensus in the literature that men 
who assault their wives tend to be strong believers in sex role stereotypes and desire to enforce these 
roles in their marriages (Straus, 1980; MacLeod, 1980; Pagelow, 1981; Kincaid, 1982; Pressman, 
1983; Walker, 1983; Pahl, 1985; Sinclair, 1985; Homer et al, 1985; Freedman, 1985; Gondolf, 1985; 
O.M.A. Committee on Wife Assault, 1986). Straus (1980) writes: 


"In the context of an individualistically oriented urban-industrial society, the ascription of 
superior authority to husbands is a potent force producing physical attacks on wives. In such a 
society, male superiority norms are not clearly understood and are in the process of transition, 
and the presumption of male superiority must be validated by superior ‘resources’ such as 
valued personal traits and material goods and services. If every man were, in fact, superior to 
his wife in such resources as intelligence, knowledge, occupational prestige, and income, there 
would be a concordance between the authority ascribed and the individual achievements 
expected to accompany that authority in achievement oriented societies. Clearly, such 
superiority is not always the case, despite the societal structure that gives men tremendous 
advantages in access to these traits and resources. Consequently, many men feel almost 
compelled to fall back on the ‘ultimate resource’ of physical force to maintain their superior 
position.” (p. 87) 


Sinclair furnishes the following profile: 
"He grows up believing he should be the ‘head of the household,’ that his word is the most 


important and that he is the ultimate authority. He often accepts this definition of men with- 
out question! He learns early on that to show emotion is a weakness...He believes he owns and 
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is responsible for his wife. She is a reflection of him and he feels justified to take necessary 
steps to make her comply with what he wants...If this cannot be accomplished by force of will, 
he will resort to ‘force of fist.’... His children are often viewed in the same way. As many as one 
third of abusive husbands abuse their children as well as their wives.” (p. 38-39) 


The idea of being in control appears to be very important to perpetrators. The control extends not 
only to their wives and children but also to their social milieu, work environment and self-image. It 
is often hypothesized that wife assault becomes a compensation for the perpetrator’s inability to 
assert control over himself and his extra-familial life. Perpetrators are seen as immature, inade- 
quate, weak, unable to express emotion, dependent, low in self-esteem and lacking in impulse control 
(Pagelow, 1981; Kincaid, 1982; Pressman, 1983; Lichtenstein et al, 1984; Gondolf, 1985; Sinclair, 
1985; O.M.A. Committee on Wife Assault, 1986; MacLeod, 1987). Gondolf notes three aspects of the 
ways in which perpetrators try to assert control: 


© excessive regulation of one’s own behaviour and feelings; repression of emotion, inability to com- 
municate feelings other than anger; 

° overbearing sense of responsibility for others; accountable for the well-being and status of their 
family, the appearance, behaviour and attitudes of wife and children; 

¢ expectation of privileges and authority; they expect rewards, respect and concessions for their 
tasks of managing the lives of others, therefore they have the right to keep their women in line. 
(p. 83) 


A frequently-mentioned manifestation of the perpetrator’s need for control is through jealousy: 
assailants are often extremely jealous. It is unclear whether the jealousy is an integral part of the 
relationship or whether it is used as an excuse to trigger the violence, however, a number of authors 
(e.g. Pagelow, 1981; Kincaid, 1982; Pahl, 1985) refer to adherence to the sexual double standard 
among assaultive men. Kincaid notes that jealousy and possessiveness were often mentioned by 
women in her Family Court sample as the reason for their having been assaulted (p. 142). 


The jealousy and need for control shown by perpetrators is seen as having its roots not only in their 
social conditioning but also in their own personal inadequacy. MacLeod (1987) writes that many of 
the victims see their assailants as "losers" and feel both sorry for them and powerful in comparison 
to them (p. 41). Low self-esteem is frequently cited as a characteristic of assaultive men (Pagelow, 
1981; Kincaid, 1982; Pressman, 1983; Lichtenstein et al, 1984; Sinclair, 1985). ‘They tend to be 
heavily dependent on their wives to make them happy (Pressman, 1983; Gondolf, 1985; MacLeod, 
1987) and, therefore, react violently if they are unhappy. 


Men who assault their wives are neither the depraved monsters nor the hag-ridden victims of 
popular stereotypes. Few of them appear to be violent outside the home (Pressman, 1983; Sinclair, 
1985) and their violence in the home is often sporadic rather than frequent, at least initially 
(Pagelow, 1981; MacLeod, 1987): the fear they create through threat or possibility of violence is 
often sufficient to give them a sense of control for periods of time. Walker (1983) observes that they 
can be very charming, manipulative and seductive (p. 37) and Sinclair (1985) notes that they often 
appear to be "nice guys’ (p. 39) to the outside world. 


Assaultive men rarely take responsibility for their actions but tend, instead, to externalize the 
blame: on drunkenness, on the wife’s behaviour, on stress (Pressman, 1983; Lichtenstein et al, 1984; 
Sinclair, 1985). They also tend to deny or minimize their behaviour when confronted. Some authors 
say that perpetrators have poor impulse control, while others view this as an excuse, noting that the 
perpetrators are usually able to control their impulses outside of the family setting. 


Kincaid (1982) lists 46 quotations from her Family Court sample, made either by victims or by social 

workers, citing reasons for the assault. Of these, 10 (about 20%) refer to jealousy or the desire to 
control the wife’s movements or isolate her from others; 5 (about 10%) refer to complaints about her 

housekeeping; 14 (about 30%) refer to lack of adherence to wifely roles (e.g. too smart, didn’t want 
oe when he did, disobedient, spoke out of turn). In 6 instances (13%) death threats are mentioned 
p. 123-125). 
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While physical assault is the main concern of this review, it should be noted that perpetrators have 
other ways of assaulting and controlling their wives, often in conjunction with physical violence: 


¢ psychological abuse (belittling, insulting, criticizing, degrading, threatening, destroying posses- 
sions, acts that terrorize the wife); 

¢ restriction of movement (locking in or out of dwelling; monitoring movements, isolating from 
family and friends); 

* economic deprivation (control over all finances, refusal to allocate money to wife); 

¢ sexual abuse (marital rape, sexual degradation, abuse of children, infidelities). 


(See Sinclair, 1985; Pahl, 1985; Homer et al, 1985; MacLeod, 1987.) 
4.5 Effects 
4.5.1 Women 


The physical effects on women range from relatively minor injuries (such as bruises), to serious 
physical harm (such as fractures and internal injuries) and in some extreme cases, death (Sinclair, 
1985; O.M.A. Committee on Wife Assault, 1986; Small and Greenlee, 1986). The well-documented 
phenomenon of wife assault during pregnancy also leads to miscarriage and fetal damage. 


Psychological effects of wife assault include depression, anxiety, extreme stress, and loss of self- 
esteem and self-confidence. The O.M.A. Committee on Wife Assault (1986) refers to the following 
characteristic effects: 


¢ poor self-image: they have come to accept the definition of others and see themselves as incom- 
petent, poor wives, bad mothers; 

¢ belief that they are deserving of the assault; 

e willingness to accept blame; 

¢ feeling of personal helplessness to change the situation. (p. 783) 


MacLeod (1987) writes: 


"We know from studies and from the reports of the women themselves that battered women, 
after prolonged abuse, suffer from low self-esteem, they stop taking care of their appearance 
and health, they frequently blame themselves for the violence, and they feel overwhelming 
guilt. In addition, they are extremely isolated and may use alcohol and/or drugs to cope with 
the physical and emotional pain. Fourteen per cent of the women in this study’s sample 
reported a history of alcohol dependency and 8% a history of drug abuse. There is no statistical 
information on the extent of the short-and long-term disabilities suffered by women, but 
anecdotal information suggests that these figures would be staggering.” (p. 31) 


MacLeod notes another serious effect in that victims themselves become more violent in dealing with 
their feelings of anger and frustration. 


MacLeod (1987) also describes the psychological effects on victims of "secondary victimization", i.e. 
negative or unhelpful responses from those to whom she turns for help: 


"Women have been made to feel even more guilty or insane for seeking help for a ‘non-problem’, 
as defined by social workers, doctors, therapists, police, priests, rabbis, and even friends and 
family. Women are frequently left feeling dejected, rejected and without hope." (p. 31) 


4.5.2 Children 
Wife assault has severe effects on children too. They may suffer physical violence from their father 
or mother or both parents (Gelles, 1979; Sinclair, 1985; MacLeod, 1987) and/or suffer from physical 


or emotional neglect. Children of wife assault victims suffer harmful psychological sequelae as well. 
Pressman (1983) writes: 
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"Needless to say, a home where the father denigrates the mother verbally, threatens her with 
abusive words, actually assaults her and undermines her executive role with their children; a 
home where mother is constantly - no always - afraid; where mother has lost any sense of her 
own worth and has little or no sense of her ability to function as a competent human being, 
needless to say, children from this home will be very adversely affected." (p. 30) 


Children are likely to be fearful and insecure. Young children may fail to thrive. There may also be 
physical manifestations of stress, such as hair loss and eating disorders. Low self-esteem is also a 
frequent problem (Pressman, 1983; Sinclair, 1985; Small and Greenlee, 1986; MacLeod, 1987). 
These children also tend to develop attitudinal and behavioural problems. Jaffe et al (1986) write: 


"_.. the lessons that children are likely to learn from violent parents (to the extent that they 
identify with their parents and model this behaviour) can be formulated: (1) violence is an 
appropriate form of conflict resolution; (2) violence has a place within the family interaction; (3) 
if violence is reported to others in the community, including mental health and criminal justice 
professionals, there are few, if any, consequences; (4) sexism, as defined by an inequality of 
power, decision-making, and roles within a family, is to be encouraged; (5) violence is an appro- 
priate means of stress management; and (6) victims of violence are to tolerate this behaviour at 
best, and to examine their responsibility in bringing on the violence, at worst." (p. 360) 


Pressman (1983) notes that children observed in shelters often show disregard for their mother’s 
parental authority and exhibit patterns of aggression toward her and others. Some children, con- 
versely, may try to "protect" their mother because they see that she is unable to protect them or 
herself (Pressman, 1983; Sinclair, 1985). Boys are particularly prone to emulate aggressive 
behavior, but such behaviour has also been observed in girls. As Dobash and Dobash (1979) note, 
because the husband/father is seen having the greatest value and prestige in the family, both boys 
and girls may choose to pattern themselves after him. Pressman (1983) cites examples of aggressive 
behaviour by these children: damaging articles of clothing or furniture, setting fires, bullying 
younger siblings. In the school setting, these attitudes may be carried over in bullying other 
students, poor academic performance, disruptive behaviour and truancy (Pressman, 1983; Sinclair, 
1985; Jaffe et al, 1986). Conversely, Sinclair observes, they may exhibit overly mature, perfectionist 
behaviour (p. 89). 


In adolescence, both sons and daughters (but especially sons) may imitate the pattern of assaulting 
the mother. Pressman (1983) writes: 


"By that time, some youngsters become angry at mother for ‘taking it’; they may stay out of 
father’s way for their own survival; they may join father’s hitting in the belief that siding with 
the winner offers safety; or they may simply become desensitized to the mother’s suffering 
which has become part of the daily routine." (p. 33) 


Sinclair (1985) points out that adolescence is always a stressful stage, and that it is particularly 
acute for teenagers from violent homes. They may exhibit such behaviours as running away, alcohol 
or drug abuse, suicidal tendencies, delinquency and sexual acting-out (Sinclair, 1985; Small and 
Greenlee, 1986). 


4.5.3 Families 


When a woman leaves an assaultive relationship, the family is affected in a number of ways. Even if 
the children are not suffering the deleterious effects of living with violence, they must still cope with 
the stresses of their parents’ separation and possible divorce. They may suffer from conflicting 
loyalties and may blame themselves for the situation. While they may hate and fear their father’s 
violence, they may still love their father (Pressman, 1983; Pahl, 1985). For the women there is often 
a similar ambivalence as well as anxiety about coping on their own. In most cases, life as a single 
parent entails a dramatic drop in economic resources; in many cases it means outright poverty. It is 
a well-known fact that a substantial proportion of lone-parent families headed by women live near or 
below the poverty line. Pahl (1985) views this as a manifestation of the economically disadvantaged 
position of women in general, and of society’s refusal to acknowledge the reality and viability of 
lone-parent families: 
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"it appears that many of the problems faced by the one-parent family arise from the fact that 
this is still seen as a temporary and regrettable family form; it is almost as though a one-parent 
family is seen as passing through an unfortunate phase from which, if all goes well, it will in 
due course be ‘rescued’ by a second parent and so become a ‘real’ family." (p. 63-64) 


While some former victims establish successful new marriages or marital-type relationships, many 
do not. If they have been out of the labour force, they may find entry or re-entry very difficult; or 
they may have to take low-paying, dead-end jobs. In either case, they and their children face long- 
term poverty. 


4.6 Identifying and Determining Wife Assault 


Unlike child abuse, wife assault is not reportable. Also, since the victims are adults, there is not the 
same degree of concern over how to ask questions and elicit information about the abuse. However, 
with the growing sensitization of the helping professions to this problem, the literature now contains 
references to symptoms that may indicate wife assault and ways of dealing with possible or con- 
firmed cases. 


Ghent et al (1985) and the Ontario Medical Association Committee on Wife Assault (1986) note that 
the health care system is often the first and most frequent point of contact for victims and is, there- 
fore, "a crucial point in the identification of abuse and prevention of further abuse" (Ghent et al, 

p. 542). Ghent et al write that hospital emergency staff should be particularly alert to the symptoms 
as they are more likely than office physicians to see a woman immediately after a severe assault. 
The following types of injuries should arouse suspicion: 


¢ bleeding injuries, especially to the head and face, internal injuries, concussions, perforated ear 
drums, abdominal injuries, especially if the battered woman is pregnant, severe bruising, eye 
injuries and strangulation marks on the neck; 

¢ broken or fractured jaws, arms, pelvises, ribs, clavicles and legs; 

¢ burns from cigarettes, appliances, scalding liquids and acids; 

¢ psychologic trauma, anxiety attacks or hyperventilation, palpitations, severe crying spells and 
suicidal tendencies. (p. 542) 


The O.M.A. Committee on Wife Assault recommends that emergency physicians interview the 
woman separately from her partner in such cases. 


Office physicians are advised to be aware of injuries such as: damaged ear drums, twisted or stiff 
neck or shoulder muscles, bruises and abrasions. More importantly, they are advised that women 
who make frequent visits complaining of such problems as: headaches, insomnia, nightmares, 
extreme fatigue, depression, anxiety, eczema, gastro-intestinal problems, palpitations, backache and 
hair loss, may be suffering the stresses of being abused (Ghent et al, 1985; O.M.A. Committee on 
Wife Assault, 1986). The patient may also refer to marital problems, husband’s alcohol/drug abuse 
and other problems that could be indirect references to wife assault. Doctors are specifically warned 
to monitor pregnant women for signs of abuse. 


The O.M.A. Committee on Wife Assault (1986) provides, through a series of scenarios, some 
examples of cases where violence should be suspected, and suggests ways of ascertaining this. The 
scenarios include: 


¢ interviewing children to determine whether there is violence in the home and whether they are in 
need of protection; 

¢ interviewing possible perpetrators with a view to getting them to talk about the problem; and 

¢ dealing with couples who come in together, where wife assault is suspected, and getting them to 
talk about their marriage. 


Sinclair (1985) provides suggestions for social service workers for recognizing and identifying cases 
of wife assault. Among the observed behaviours that should be considered possible indicators are: 
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Husbands: 

¢ a history of wife assault or child abuse in his family of origin; 

¢ a suspicion of child abuse or sexual abuse in his role as a father; 

e abuse of drugs or alcohol; 

¢ a history of suicidal thoughts or suicide attempts; 

* such characteristics as impulsiveness, temper tantrums, jealousy, possessiveness, excessive depen- 
dence on his wife or immaturity; 

° rigid views of male and female roles. 


Wives: 

¢ chronic complaints of poor health; 

¢ frequent visits to a doctor; 

¢ use of tranquilizers and/or abuse of alcohol; 

¢ a history of suicidal thoughts or actions; 

® a suspicion of child abuse in her role as a mother; 

* sleeping difficulties (i.e., insomnia, violent nightmares); 

¢ severe agitation, anxiety or obvious nervousness; 

¢ confused thinking, inability to make decisions, lack of eye contact; 
¢ rigid views of male and female roles. 


Children: 

¢ aggressive behaviour (particulary in boys); 

¢ withdrawing, passive, clinging behaviour (particularly in girls and young children); 

¢ victims of child abuse/sexual abuse; 

* a suspicion of parent abuse or sibling abuse; 

* night-time difficulties, such as insomnia, nightmares, bedwetting, problems with bedtime; 

® somatic complaints, such as headaches, stomach aches, chronic colds, allergies; 

° acting-out escapist behaviour (particularly in teenagers) such as running away, drug/alcohol abuse, 
prostitution, pregnancy, early marriage. (p. 44-45) 


Sinclair also suggests ways for social service workers to ask questions that will lead to disclosure of 
assault whether approached by: the wife (or in rare cases by the husband) individually; by the 
husband and wife together; or by the whole family. In the latter two scenarios, Sinclair recommends 
that the professional suggest at least brief separate interviews with each spouse and/or family 
member. 


4,7 Prevention, Protection and Treatment 
4.7.1 Prevention 


Public awareness, public education and educational programs directed at children and adolescents in 
the school system are the principal suggestions in the literature on preventing wife assault. These 
societal measures aim to raise public consciousness, reshape attitudes that have tended to condone 
wife assault and promote attitudes that make wife assault unacceptable. Recommendations to this 
effect appear in a number of reports commissioned by governments (e.g. House of Commons 
Standing Committee on Health, Welfare and Social Affairs, 1982; Ontario Standing Committee on 
Social Development, 1982; New Brunswick Working Group on Wife Battering, 1984; and the 
Federal/Provincial/Territorial Report on Wife Battering to Ministers Responsible for the Status of 
Women, 1984). 


Both the Ontario and the New Brunswick reports propose the dissemination of messages through the 
mass media as well as public education programs at community level through such vehicles as bro- 
chures, meetings and seminars. Target groups include not only the general public but specific 
groups, such as professionals who are likely to encounter the problem and community organizations. 


Proposed school programs include general courses on family life, male-female relationships and 


social skills along with some specific course content on family violence, including wife assault. These 
courses would examine the values that influence whether society condones or disapproves of violence. 
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Kincaid (1982) recommends a three-pronged education program: professional development of 
teaching staff, curriculum development, and programs to meet the special needs of students from 
violent homes (p. 143). In Kincaid’s view: 


"Long term goals must include the elimination of sexist attitudes and practices which limit the 
full development of female and male persons and which, as a result, limit the development of 
relationships based on mutual respect. In the long term, sexual equality will reduce the 
incidence of wife assault." (p. 143) 


To this end, Kincaid recommends that educational policies to eliminate sex role stereotyping be 
implemented (p. 145). Life Skills courses should be mandatory for all students, beginning at age 
12-13 (p. 149). 


Pressman (1983) also recommends programs aimed at children in the school system. In a proposal 
for a Family Life program (see reference in Chapter 3 on Child Physical Abuse) Pressman describes 
the kinds of social skills and values that need to be taught in order to help students in the their 
future marital relationships and expectations. In particular, Pressman sees a need for value clarifi- 
cation, in order to question the many accepted myths about male-female relationships and roles. 
Pressman writes: 


"Such exercises would provide an opportunity for students to begin to think about those beliefs 
and values which will directly affect their expectations of marriage. Although students may not 
fully alter their beliefs, they would begin to see how these could create conflict and be the 
source of serious marital problems. This awareness could be a critical tool in finding appro- 
priate solutions to differences and possible professional help when needed." (p. 136) 


MacLeod (1987) notes that recent initiatives toward a preventive orientation are a positive step, but 
comments: 


"A very strong philosophical commitment to prevention is still not adequately or uniformly 
supported through financial commitments or actions. This problem is showing signs of begin- 
ning to reverse. For example, the federal government is increasingly shifting its sights toward 
prevention. However, there is a risk that prevention will remain more a philosophy than a 
reality if the collective wisdom and experiences of battered women and front-line workers is not 
taken seriously. There is also a risk that a philosophy of prevention will be used to pull back on 
essential government support for crisis services." (p. 115) 


4.7.2. Protection for assaulted wives is provided primarily through the police, the courts and the 
network of shelters. This is a relatively recent development: in the past there was great reluctance 
on the part of law enforcement agencies to intervene in what were considered private matters. 
MacLeod (1987) notes that this reorientation of attitudes is due in part to an overall rethinking of 
the criminal justice system and in part to advocacy by women’s groups. Under the present outlook 
wife assault is regarded as assault, i.e. a crime, rather than a private marital concern. An aggres- 
sive charging policy has been adopted in principle throughout Canada against perpetrators of wife 
assault, and training is now provided to police on appropriate intervention in wife assault cases. 
Some Canadian communities have special crisis teams composed of police, social workers and 
volunteers. MacLeod writes that women are pleased with the changes in police response; however, 
she observes, in terms of application these new directions are not uniformly evident in all areas of 
Canada. This may be partly due to the administrative and operational problems that arise when 
new policies and procedures are implemented. It may also be due to the fact that old attitudes take a 
long time to disappear. 


4.7.2.1 Role of Police and Courts 


The importance of the police laying assault charges against violent husbands is emphasized in the 
report of the Ontario Standing Committee on Social Development (1982): 
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"When police officers, as representatives of society, lay charges, they are affirming to the bat- 
terer that society does not condone violence against women. That message is not conveyed 
when the victim must institute proceedings. In cases of police-laid charges, victims face less 
harassment from their partners to withdraw the charges. They have less control over the 
matter. Furthermore, unlike private informations, the onus is not on the victim to figure out 
the criminal justice system." (p. 11) 


This report cites a study showing that assailants reduced or terminated the violence against their 
wives in many cases after being charged and going to court (p. 12). Freedman (1985) writes that 
there is still considerable resistance to this approach: 


"the police will not always lay charges against an abusive husband. Despite the cries of many 
provincial attorneys-general, the numbers of arrests for wife assault and the number of charges 
laid by police are not increasing. Someone in the police department is obviously not getting the 
message. The police still believe that a woman must demonstrate her serious intent to 
prosecute her husband by laying the charges herself." (p. 56) 


The above is far from being strictly a Canadian problem: literature from other countries shows that 
this is quite typical of the way in which victims of wife assault are dealt with by the police. Indeed, 
Canada appears to be fairly progressive compared to some other countries. Pagelow (1981) is highly 
critical of the attitudes of police forces in the U.S. and Faragher (1985) and Johnson (1985) criticize 
the responses of police in the U.K. Faragher writes: 


"The rates of arrest from the observed cases are congruent with the experience of women 
passing through refuges nationally. In only 20 percent of life-threatening cases was an arrest 
made. In cases where there was severe bruising or black eyes not resulting in hospital 
admission the arrest rate was 15 percent..." (p. 115) 


Pagelow, Faragher, Johnson, Freedman, MacLeod and the government-commissioned reports cited 
above all note the main reasons for police reluctance: 


¢ belief in privacy of the home and what occurs there; 

¢ belief that couples should reconcile rather than go to court; and 

¢ concern that the victim will change her mind and either refuse to press charges or withdraw 
charges already made. 


On the question of privacy, Pahl (1985) cites excerpts from the British Select Committee Report on 
Violence in Marriage (1975), in which police representatives state their views against intervening in 
behaviour that takes place between household members within the home. It is suggested that dif- 
ferent standards should apply: violence in the home should be more exempt from state intervention 
than violence between strangers in public (p. 17). Pahl also notes that this attitude is articulated 
even more strongly when the victim and assailant are married to one another, as opposed to simply 
cohabiting (p. 17). Pahl concludes that "some people’s privacy is more effectively protected than 
other people’s privacy.” 


The fact that the assaults occur in a marital context is an important factor since, as Johnson (1985) 
points out, "Privacy is not apparently such an important issue in cases of child abuse or when evi- 
dence of other crimes is sought." (p. 112). Pahl’s (1985) quotations from the Select Committee (see 
above) include references to the importance of keeping the marriage intact (p. 14). Police, therefore, 
have tended to see their roles as calming the situation and preventing recurrence of the violence on 
that particular day (Johnson, 1985, p. 112). Pagelow (1981) provides a citation from 1976 whereby a 
police officer, responsible for community liaison, 


",..describes battered women as a ‘victimless’ crime like rape and prostitution. He feels the 


predominant attitude is that women are used to that type of life style. ‘The husband "thumps" 
them once a week. It’s a way of life." (p. 71) 
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The fact that the victim’s failure to press charges is so often cited as a deterrent to the police making 
an arrest (Pagelow, 1981; Johnson, 1985; Faragher, 1985) attests to the appropriateness of the 
Canadian response of removing the onus from the victim and having the police lay charges. Victims 
are often afraid of reprisals if they press charges; in many cases they simply want protection from 
the violence rather than revenge on the assailant, or are hoping that police intervention will scare 
the perpetrator into better behaviour, or "teach him a lesson." It is, therefore, the responsibility of 
the public authorities to demonstrate that society will not tolerate wife assault. MacLeod (1987) 
notes that: 


"findings from the current study indicate that women are most positive about criminal justice 
intervention when the criminal justice system is seen as a preventive and protective, rather 
than a punitive, system. So, only 24% of shelter workers felt that more women would want the 
police to lay charges if they knew that their partners would be sent to jail. However, 64% esti- 
mated that women would be more favourable toward charging if the women and children could 
be guaranteed 24-hour protection until the man was put in jail or taken to court, and 81% felt 
that women would be more in favour of charging if they knew that the man would be ordered by 
the courts to get special treatment." (p. 85) 


For this reason, MacLeod recommends that, while police continue to pursue aggressive charging 
policies, the criminal justice system should assume a less punitive, less adversarial approach (p. 80). 
The New Brunswick Working Group (1984) report agrees: 


"Consideration must also be given to the development of a Diversion Program for the aggressor 
in spousal violence. This type of program should be offered as an alternative to the laying of a 
charge in specific instances. A Diversion Program will satisfy the requirement that an offender 
recognize that he has committed a criminal act and will allow greater flexibility in the justice 
response. In addition, it will encourage detection and provide the possibility of rehabilitation." 
(p. 16) 


Aside from arresting assailants at the time of the assault, police are also responsible for enforcing 
the other protective measures to which victims have recourse, such as peace bonds, non-interference 
orders and custody orders. 


4.7.2.2 Shelters 


When victims, often with their children, flee their homes, their most pressing need is for shelter. 
Those who have sufficient funds can purchase shelter (either long-term or short-term); those with 
family or friends who are able to help may obtain protection and shelter through these support 
systems. For those who have neither the money nor the support systems, transition houses and 
similar community shelters provide protection. MacLeod (1987) writes as of 1985 there were 264 
shelters of various types across Canada (p. 113). These provide temporary, safe accommodation for 
women and their children. The federal and provincial governments now provide financial support to 
transition houses, but the concept originated through community action by women’s groups; there- 
fore the shelters are very diverse in terms of clientele, physical conditions, capacity and orientation. 
MacLeod notes that, as shelters become more widespread and accepted, they are becoming an 
increasingly mainstream element of community and social services. 


While transition houses are the best-known protective living environment for assaulted women, 
second stage housing is also available in some communities. This provides a longer-term protective 
environment and constitutes an interim stage between the crisis shelter (where stays are usually 
limited to a few weeks) and fully independent living. MacLeod recommends the provision of more 
second-stage housing. MacLeod (1987) also notes that safe homes (private homes that agree to 
accommodate women and children in crisis) are available in many parts of Canada (p. 52). 


4.7.2.3 Reporting 
A less direct means of protection may be provided through identification of persons who may be 


either at risk or actual victims. Kincaid (1982) and Pressman (1983) propose professional develop- 
ment for teachers to help them identify children from violent homes. Ghent et al (1985) and the 
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O.M.A. Committee on Wife Assault (1986) present guidelines for health care professionals; and 
Pressman (1983) and Sinclair (1985) recommend guidelines for training and practice in the social 
services to aid in the identification of wife assault. The New Brunswick Working Group on Wife 
Battering (1984) suggests that employee assistance programs may also be a means of identifying 
those at risk (p. 17). 


4.7.3. Treatment takes many forms: there are individual programs for victims, for children of 
victims and for perpetrators. There are also family programs of various types, therapy groups, self- 
help groups. Orientations may be medical, family-systems, feminist, behaviourist, as well as other 
permutations, combinations and types. 


4.7.3.1 Treatment for victims has evolved considerably in the past 10-15 years; although some of 
the earlier treatment models are still being used, there is at least an awareness of the more recent 
alternatives. In the past, victims of wife assault were often not perceived as victims by the helping 
professions and were given fairly short shrift: doctors prescribed tranquillizers; therapists told them 
to change their behaviour; social workers told them to subsume their needs to those of their family. 
The emergence of the shelter movement presented an alternative: the very existence of the shelters 
drew attention to the seriousness of the problem and provided a focus for concern over the issue; also 
the activities of the shelters offered women safety and counselling from a different, woman-centred 
viewpoint. Today this type of approach coexists with the more conventional treatment forms; how- 
ever, as the literature documents, victims are still encountering the old, unhelpful responses. These 
responses can be traced back to the service providers’ attitudes. Pahl (1985) writes: 


"How the particular organization or help provider defines the problem of the battered woman 
appears crucial to the development of service. Perusal of literature on the subject reveals an 
inordinate concern with the psychology and ‘pathology’ of the female - the victim of the 
crime...Typically, journals of medicine, psychiatry, and psychology seemed fascinated by the 
pathology of a woman who would remain in a battering environment. Surely, she must require, 
perhaps thrive on sadomasochistic relationships; she probably precipitated the man’s behaviour 
or ‘carried the conditions of her early family situation into marriage’, setting up a duplication of. 
earlier battering experiences...a variety of categories were proposed in an effort to be helpful to 
clinicians in need of spotting and understanding the dynamics of the battered woman." 

(p. 277-278) 


It is not surprising, therefore, that victims seeking medical or psychiatric help have often received 
inappropriate and/or unsympathetic treatment. The report of the Ontario Standing Committee on 
Social Development (1982) notes that health and social service professionals often lack training in 
family violence and, therefore, tend to provide only superficial treatment for the symptoms (p. 38). 
Pagelow (1981) draws similar conclusions, noting that psychiatrists have tended to employ deroga- 
tory stereotypes about assaulted women and have failed to probe the reasons behind presenting 
symptoms such as depression or insomnia (p. 20-21). Pahl (1985) notes that doctors and psychia- 
trists have tended not only to ignore the underlying problem, but also to deny that it is a problem at 
all (p. 91). Dobash et al (1985) write: 


"Such responses can be seen against a background of adherence to negative views about women 
who experience violence. Research reveals that some medical practitioners think the problem 
is trivial or that battered women are bad housewives, hysterical, masochistic, or actually like 
the violence." (p. 159) 


The writings of Ghent et al (1985) and the O.M.A. Committee on Wife Assault (1986) show how the 
medical profession in Canada is re-examining these long-held attitudes and seeking ways to deal 
effectively and sensitively with the problem of wife assault. In addition to providing information in 
medical journals about the causes, etiology and symptoms of wife assault, these articles set out the 
roles which health care professionals can play in remedying the situation. Both articles caution 
against prescribing tranquillizers as a method of treatment. Ghent et al write: 
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“When prescribing tranquillizers the physician should remember that there are limitations to 
the amount and type of change they can effect. Tranquillizers merely treat symptoms; in addi- 
tion, prescription of tranquillizers implies that the battering is the woman’s problem. When 
such drugs are prescribed, more than a 2-week supply is considered inadvisable." (p. 542) 


Both Ghent et al and the O.M.A. Committee consider that health care professionals should act as 
part of a network of community resources to assaulted women, by making referrals, furnishing infor- 
mation and providing community leadership to raise awareness of the problem and ensure that 
services are available. Both articles also provide lists of transition houses and other services for 
assaulted women. MacLeod (1987) cites comments from service providers about the changes that are 
taking place in the health care system, especially in mental health services, in recognizing the need 
to work with other professions and the community to deal with problems, such as wife assault, which 
are social in origin (p. 105). 


Social service professionals (including social workers, psychologists, psychotherapists, counsellors 
and others in the helping professions) might be expected to show a greater understanding of wife 
assault; however, according to the literature, this has not been the case. Part of the reason may be, 
as Pagelow (1981) suggests, 


"that female victims of domestic violence, far more than the aggressors, are culturally defined 
as rule-breakers (‘deviants’), then they will be the objects of social pressure to enforce 
conformity and will meet resistance when they seek alternatives." (p. 43) 


The literature contains many examples of victim-blaming and generally unhelpful attitudes on the 
part of social service professionals. The report of the Ontario Standing Committee on Social 
Development gives some examples: a wife being blamed for her husband’s "out-of-character" violence, 
which was "merely a reaction to her anger"; a wife being advised to quit her job since the violence 
had started when she began working (p. 38). The report notes that social service professionals tend 
to focus on the marital relationship and encourage the couple to try to communicate and get along 
better. As was noted earlier in this review, this usually means getting the wife to modify her 
behaviour so as not to upset or provoke her violent husband. 


Pagelow (1981), Petit (1981) Dobash et al (1985), Maynard (1985), and Stark and Flitcraft (1985) 
attribute this unhelpful attitude on the part of the helping professions to the professional orienta- 
tions of the social services. The major identified function has always been that of keeping families 
together and (as noted in the section on Victims) the wife/mother is seen as having the primary 
responsibility for this. Petit, writing about the U.S., says that social work training focuses on the 
importance of the family in socializing children and the need to work for its maintenance; also, Petit 
notes, "family breakdown means more expense to the State", so social workers have a role as guar- 
dians of state resources to prevent family breakdown (p. 218). Maynard, writing about the U.K., says 
that social workers see the wife/mother as the fundamental member of the family, but they seldom 
treat her as an individual: 


"Little sympathy is given to her particular problems, unless they can be seen to be affecting 
other family members. Indeed she is frequently encouraged to suppress her own fears and 
emotions for the sake of these others." (p. 133) 


Because the wife/mother is regarded as an adjunct of her family, Maynard writes, social workers 
encourage her to become more pleasing to her husband so that the family will stay together for the 
sake of the children. Maynard’s survey of social workers’ client files leads to this conclusion: 


"It is clear that the majority of social workers whose case files we read were uninterested in 
their battered women clients, except where they could be reprimanded for poor housekeeping 
and personal appearances. It is obvious too that these social workers operated with an implicit 
view of what would comprise failing in one’s wifely duties and that this was substantially in 
agreement with the views of the husbands. It therefore becomes possible for social workers to 
see domestic violence as rational, if not legitimate, aggression, when it is used to chastise a 
wayward wife." (p. 130) 
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The result of this type of social worker response, according to Dobash et al (1985) is that it: 


“often reinforces the man’s domination and the woman’s isolation and sense of guilt and shame, 
and, thus, reduces the probability that continued assistance will be sought. Among the women 
we interviewed, negative or unhelpful responses were the main reasons given for not seeking 
further assistance..." (p. 162) 


One of the reasons cited in the literature for the aforementioned attitude toward victims of wife 
assault on the part of social workers is the fact that the women usually ask for help alone rather 
than coming in with their husbands. Another is the reluctance of public authorities to develop new 
services, preferring to utilize existing resources and support systems (Petit, 1981). Unfortunately, 
these are usually inadequate to the needs of the victims. Petit notes that this has given rise to new 
approaches, taken at community level (e.g. shelters). 


Shelters are largely protective in function (see above), but they also provide treatment. Unlike earlier 
forms of sanctuaries for women, these shelters usually have a feminist orientation. Their aim is to 
help women to resolve their own problems and become self-reliant. In general there is rejection of the 
notion of "therapy", as the victims are not seen as requiring such treatment (Wiebe, 1985 p. 18). 
Transition houses usually offer individual counselling and group support and may also provide 
referrals and employment counselling. MacLeod (1987) reports that transition houses have now 
become quite numerous in Canada and are becoming integrated into the networks of social services 
in their communities. Interestingly, in their efforts to counteract the negative effects of the "social 
worker ideology" on women the shelter movement has tended to impose its own rather monolithic 
view of what is appropriate. Having replaced the emphasis on the woman’s duty to submerge her 
interests in favour of those of her husband and children with an emphasis on the woman’s right to 
self-determination, shelter workers and groups supporting them have tended to view women who 
return to their homes (or who do not leave) as "failures" (Sinclair, 1985; MacLeod, 1987). In Pahl’s 
(1985) research study about half the women who came to the shelters were doing so as the first step 
in ending an unhappy, violent marriage; the other half were still considering reconciliation. For the 
latter group, the stay at the shelter served several functions: 


e it was a way of showing their husbands that they had an alternative to staying in the home (this 
was seen as a possible deterrent to further violence); 

¢ it was a way of ending their isolation and receiving help, support and information about alterna- 
tives available to them; 

© it was a way to make friends and establish networks and support systems for the future. (p. 62) 


While a polarization of professional and public attitudes over whether an assaulted wife should stay 
for the sake of the family or leave for her own sake has persisted, a more flexible approach is emerg- 
ing among those working in the area of wife assault. MacLeod (1987) notes that shelter workers are 
now according attention to the whole family, including the perpetrators, as well as to their imme- 
diate client, the victim (p. 55), and a more sympathetic and supportive attitude is being adopted 
toward victims who are still living with their husbands. MacLeod notes that 90% of shelters in 
Canada provide counselling to women who are not residents of the house, and many offer programs 
for children; 10% offer family counselling which includes couple/marital counselling (p. 58). 


The influence of the women’s movement and the shelter movement in reshaping attitudes toward 
wife assault has led to efforts among professional and volunteer social service providers to develop 
new training programs and guidelines which emphasise meeting the needs of the victims. Pressman 
(1983) and Sinclair (1985) discuss the approaches to be taken by professionals. Lichtenstein et al and 
Small and Greenlee (1986) have prepared manuals directed at volunteers. All of these emphasize 
understanding the problem as one that goes beyond individual husband-wife interaction, and 
sensitizing professionals and volunteers to the needs of the victim first and subsequently, to the 
needs of other family members. 


Pressman (1983) provides the following value orientation for counsellors of assaulted women (also 
cited by Sinclair, 1985): 
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"1) No behaviour of any woman justifies or provokes violence. No woman ever deserves to be 
hit, pushed, shoved, kicked or physically hurt in any way. 


2) Women are not masochistic and in no way do they derive any pleasure from being 
physically hurt or threatened. 


3) Amajor contributing factor to women remaining in battering relationships is the endorse- 
ment and teaching by our social institutions that women belong in the home, are less 
competent than men to succeed in the work force, should defer to the dominance of their 
husbands and should be the primary emotional support of the family. 


4) Incounselling, the problems of the marital relationship cannot be the initial focus. Until 
all family members are safe, it is too dangerous to discuss problems of the family or the 
relation- ship other than the violence. 


5) Anyone working with battered women must provide role models of competent, successful, 
assertive women. They must confront and challenge the belief of many battered women 
that they are responsible for the battering and help battered women develop a sense of 
themselves as competent and able to make decisions and choices. By allowing each 
battered woman to make decisions and respecting those decisions even when those 
decisions are not the ones counsellors would make for themselves, counsellors can 
powerfully indicate their belief in the woman’s strength." (p. 44-45) 


Sinclair (1985) emphasizes the need to establish trust and respect, particularly in crisis intervention: 


¢ assure her that you believe her story; 

¢ let her know she is not the only person to whom this happens; 

¢ inspire confidence in your skills; let her know of your experience and your belief that this problem 
can be solved; 

¢ validate her feelings and experience; help her to mobilize her inner resources to deal with the 
immediate crisis; 

¢ focus her energies; she may tend to ramble, to be disjointed in her thinking or to be overwhelmed 
by her own story; 

¢ keep your message clear and simple (e.g., her safety and her children’s is your first priority); 

¢ give her realistic feedback. (p. 49) 


Sinclair also lists the practical aspects of crisis intervention: 


¢ assess the immediate danger to the assaulted woman and her children; 
¢ assess her need for medical attention; 

¢ determine her access to resources; 

¢ refer her to a sympathetic lawyer; 

¢ establish ongoing contact. (p. 50) 


Sinclair provides advice and guidelines as to effective, sensitive and helpful ways of giving and 
receiving this information. These include: reassurance, clarification, setting realistic goals (for both 
client and counsellor) and refraining from appearing patronizing or authoritarian, i.e telling her 
what she "should" do (p. 54-55). Sinclair concludes that, following the crisis situation, assaulted 
women may need short-term counselling to help them make changes to their lives. The goals should 
be to help the woman to: 


¢ choose to cease being a victim of violence; and 
* accept responsibility for improving the quality of her own life. (p. 60) 


Sinclair considers that this type of program is usually sufficient to meet the woman’s needs (p. 60- 
63), but some victims may require longer-term counselling, especially those who have had long 
experience of assault in their families of origin and/or their marriages, as well as those who are 
chemically-dependant as a result of trying to cope with the abuse. Both Sinclair and Pressman 
(1983) caution counsellors not to measure success by their own standards of success or failure, but 
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rather through any change in the woman’s behaviour that gives her greater safety and control over 
her own life. Harris (1985) recommends support groups as important because they show the victim 
that others have had similar experiences and they provide feedback and support. Harris provides 
guidelines for support group leaders to help them understand their clients, set goals and deal with 
appropriate topics. 


4.7.3.2 Treatment programs for assaultive men are a more recent development and are fewer in 
number than programs for women. MacLeod (1987) writes that there are 45 such programs in 
Canada. As is the case with child sexual abuse (see previous chapter) some programs are linked to 
the criminal justice system, including programs located within prisons and court-mandated treat- 
ment programs which are an adjunct of or alternative to the criminal justice system. There is 
considerable support for the role of the criminal justice system in demonstrating to the perpetrator 
that his conduct is unacceptable to society. The Ontario Standing Committee on Social Development 
(1982) favours court sentences that protect the victim and require that the perpetrator receive 
counselling (p. 23). MacLeod (1987) notes that efforts are being made by some group leaders to 
encourage more court referrals to their programs. Gondolf (1985) writes: 


"Some in the field have suggested that the court-ordered counseling may be the best approach, 
since such a small portion of the batterers presently volunteer for counseling programs. How- 

ever, intense resistance from court-ordered clients often undermines the therapeutic aspects of 
counseling.” (p. 17) 


The preferred mode of treatment for assaultive men is group counselling (Ontario Standing 
Committee on Social Development, 1982; Pressman, 1983; Sinclair, 1985; Gondolf, 1985; MacLeod, 
1987), which is viewed as more effective than individual or marital/family therapy. Sinclair writes: 


"Groups lessen the shame, guilt and isolation felt by each offender by demonstrating the com- 
monality of abuse. Because group members are at different stages in their efforts towards 
nonviolent behaviours, they have more opportunity to teach and practice skills already learned, 
or learn from positive role models." (p. 71) 


(See also Pressman, 1983, p. 60). Treatment goals for the assaultive man are listed by Sinclair: 


¢ helping him internalize responsibility for ending violent behaviour; 

¢ informing him about the facts of wife assault; 

* increasing his awareness about his personal patterns of violence; 

¢ helping him develop alternatives to violence; 

¢ learning to express anger in constructive ways; 

¢ developing new skills for coping with stress; 

¢ changing his need to control others to need for control of himself; 

¢ unlearning destructive myths; 

¢ decreasing social and emotional isolation; 

¢ decreasing dependence on the primary relationship; 

¢ learning to accept differences in partner and children without taking it as a personal rejection; 
¢ developing flexible definitions of male and female roles; 

¢ developing respect of the value of women and children; 

¢ expanding his ability to identify and express a wide range of feelings; 

¢ developing the ability to nurture himself and others; 

¢ developing empathy for his partner and his children; 

¢ improving his parenting skills; 

¢ developing his personal power through assertiveness training; 

¢ helping him to accept the possibility of his marriage ending; 

* increasing sexual awareness - focusing on the process of loving rather than performing; 
¢ helping him recognize his strengths as well as his weaknesses. (p. 80-81) 
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Men are encouraged to understand their own emotions and identify the cues that precipitate their 
anger and violence. Some programs require participants to keep an "anger log" (Pressman, 1983; 
Gondolf, 1985; Currie, 1985). Gondolf notes that these programs do not necessarily benefit from the 
application of professional counselling techniques. He notes, as does Sinclair, that empathy and 
sensitivity are most important: 


"Interestingly, many studies indicate that psychotherapy itself may not be a significant factor 
in changing behaviour. What is crucial is not the counsellor and counselled. This is instructive 
particularly in helping men who batter, because they are often extremely suspicious of coun- 
selling and need, most of all, to experience a relationship which can break down their social 
isolation. They need to experience a substantial relationship which serves as a model for 
dealing with other people, especially those in their family."(p. 91) 


Two U.S. programs, EMERGE and RAVEN, are often cited as models for group treatment of assaul- 
tive men. Both employ self-help, mutual support and peer counselling to help group members 
re-shape their attitudes toward women and promote personal change in dealing with their own 
emotions. 


It is not yet known how effective treatment programs are. The O.M.A. Committee on Wife Assault 
(1986) notes that: 


"Short-term studies do show a substantial decrease in the frequency and severity of assaults, 
but currently no long-term evaluation of the effectiveness of groups for assaultive men has been 
undertaken." (p. 785) 


MacLeod (1987) notes some positive results, but also points out that victims have reported increases 
in psychological, verbal and economic abuse as the physical violence decreases (p. 97). MacLeod also 
notes concern that too much emphasis not be given to these programs, lest this detract attention 
from programs for victims and from other ways of dealing with perpetrators, such as routinely 
removing them from the home instead of forcing the women and children to seek shelter elsewhere 
(p. 98). 


4.7.3.3 Treatment programs for children from violent homes are considered important because 
even if the children are not themselves suffering from abuse, they are victimized by the fear and 
disruption caused by their fathers’ violence. Moreover, those who accept the cycle of violence theory 
consider that counselling for these children is an essential means of preventing future family vio- 
lence. MacLeod (1987) writes that although programs exist for children who are victims of physical 
and sexual abuse, there is little available for those who experience psychological abuse and/or 
neglect as the result of living in a violent home (p. 71). At present in Canada, many transition 
houses are trying to help the children who arrive there with their mothers, and MacLeod notes that 
38% also provide counselling to non-resident children. 


Pressman (1983) lists the following treatment issues for children: 


¢ learning norms of behaviour regarding violence; 

¢ dealing with ambivalence about the abuser; 

¢ loss and mourning when mother separates from father; 

¢ dealing with the denigrating words of fathers regarding mothers when children have visits with 
him; 

¢ helping mother be open with the children regarding her decision to leave and reasons for leaving; 

* role-modelling of male-female relationships and nonviolent males; 

* appropriate expressions of feelings rather than withdrawal and aggression; 

¢ individuation when children are fused with mother; 

* support networks for stability (school, Big Brothers, YMCA Program); 

* appropriate child role as opposed to parentified child and support for mother; 

¢ self-esteem; and 

¢ trust. (p. 43) 
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Sinclair (1985) writes that most children from violent homes do not require long-term counselling. 
The author provides guidelines for social workers dealing with the children to give them a sense of 
security and support and to relieve them of any guilt feelings they might have regarding the vio- 
lence; the role is that of an advocate for the child. In describing a group counselling model for 
children, Sinclair notes that the needs of a given group may vary widely, and proposes, therefore, a 
flexible approach. A mothers’ group should also be formed to work in conjunction with the children’s 
group. The underlying themes of the group program should be: 


¢ self-identifying and self-esteem issues; 
¢ identification and expression of feelings; and 
¢ clarification and challenging of values and beliefs. (p. 144-145) 


Jaffe et al (1986) describe the results of a three-year study of children residing in transition houses, 
which shows high levels of behavioural problems. The authors hypothesize that early intervention 
might be effective in alleviating problems. They write: 


"Due to its emphasis upon interpersonal situations, attitude change, perspective-taking and 
behaviour rehearsal of specific tasks, a problem-solving approach that is geared specifically to 
the recovery needs of children exposed to family violence appears to be highly feasible.” (p. 361) 


To this end an experimental program was developed and assessed. While there was not a great deal 
of behavioural change in the short-term, the children did learn some coping skills and, more impor- 
tantly, showed less acceptance of violence than they had at the outset of the program (p. 363). 


4.7.3.4 Marital and Family Counselling 


Despite the more recent emphasis on separate treatment (often in a group setting) for assaulted 
wives, for assaultive husbands and for children living in homes where assault takes place, marital 
and family therapy continue to be the option preferred and offered by many in the helping profes- 
sions. As Pahl (1985) notes, many agencies work on the assumption that mediation and conciliation 
are appropriate (p. 186). Petit (1981) writes: 


"Marriage therapy may focus on helping the couple develop more effective communication 
patterns. The physical expression of violence in the marriage is viewed as an individual’s 
response to extreme frustration and stress in his life, and the violent outburst is considered the 
only way the individual knows to manage the feelings. Therapy efforts may thus be directed 
toward helping both the husband and wife to learn new ways of expressing their needs and new 
way of releasing and/or managing stress. 


A family therapy approach emphasizes the effect of all members of the family system upon each 
other as well as upon the total functioning of the family unit. This mode of therapy encourages 
total family involvement and includes input from the children as well as from other significant 
members of the extended family in efforts designed to reverse dysfunctional family patterns." 
(p. 268) 


Petit notes that although the theoretical tenet may be sound, this approach is often problematic in 
practice: the assaultive husband is frequently unwilling to participate; the wife may be too afraid of 
him to insist that he attend counselling; and the onus for resolving the problem is often placed on the 
wife alone. This approach can be effective when both partners are motivated and have a strong 
commitment to the marriage. 


Pressman (1983) proposes a combination of approaches, beginning with separate group counselling 
for husbands, wives and children and following this with marital and family therapy. The author 
suggests that men spend at least 16 weeks in a therapy group before couple counselling begins. 
Later, to complete the therapy, the children should be brought into the sessions with the marital 
counsellor so that the whole family can work out its problems (p. 39-40). 
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Sinclair (1985) writes that marriage counselling is a viable option only when: 


¢ the offender has taken full responsibility for his actions and has made concrete efforts to change 
his behaviour; 

¢ the victim is ready and able to protect herself; 

¢ the potential for further abuse is minimal; 

¢ the victim is not too intimidated to discuss openly marital problems (i.e. is not afraid that her 
husband will later assault her if she reveals certain matters); and 

¢ both partners agree on the therapy and its goals. (p. 82) 


The O.M.A. Committee on Wife Assault (1986) notes that until recently, 


"Helping professionals worked on correcting the individual pathology or improving the marital 
relationship. It is now recognized that these approaches were inappropriate because they did 
not address the real problems directly and they left the woman at risk of further violence. 
Couple counselling cannot work in situations where the violent behaviour continues and where 
the balance of power and control between the partners is unequal." (p. 784) 


Sinclair (1985) writes that even when the marriage ends, violence is still a threat, therefore 
mediation is not always effective or appropriate: 


"Mediation can only be effective if the violence has ended and the intimidation has stopped. 
This usually can only stop if he has gone through a group program and realizes his responsi- 
bility for his behaviour. It is a waste of time to expect cooperation between a couple on 
parenting issues or property settlements if the husband is still able to induce fear and use 
intimidation tactics to get his way. The power imbalance is too great to pursue joint work. The 
same rules that have been previously applied to marriage counselling are applicable here as 
well. 


Mediators must be trained to recognize the effects of violence on mothers and children. Where 
wife assault has still not been addressed and resolved (with the victim safe, the children safe 
and the offender changed) mediation is too dangerous!". (p. 23) 


There would appear to be consensus in the current Canadian literature on wife assault that group 
treatment is preferable to and more effective than individual marital or family counselling, which, 
according to the Ontario Standing Committee on Social Development, “appears to be less effective in 
containing the violence." (p. 23) 


4.8 Husband Assault 


In discussions of wife assault, the question is sometimes raised, "What about husband assault?" In 
this section of the review we examine what the literature has to say about violence by wives against 
husbands and why it has not been defined as a major problem. 


First, on the matter of definition, women do use violence against their partners, whether in self- 
defence, in mutual combat or on a one-sided basis. Rarely, however, can a woman exert the kind of 
control and intimidation that would correspond with the definitions used for wife assault. The 
reasons for this range from the obvious physical differences to more subtle and complex socio- 
cultural factors. Dobash and Dobash (1979) write: 


"|. there are those who maintain that because women are now equal with men, they are equally 
as likely to be the perpetrators of violence against their husbands... contentions of this nature 
make sense, and doubtful sense at that, only if one adopts a definition of physical violence that 
is so gross as to be trivial... Minor physical incidents probably occur in most marriages, and 
they are, of course, most regrettable, but we do not consider them to be indicative of a violent 
relationship nor should we speak of battered wives or battered husbands in such cases - 
especially when these terms imply the systematic, frequent, and brutal use of physical force." 
(p. 11) 
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With respect to relative incidence, it is evident that husband assault occurs far less frequently than 
wife assault. Dobash and Dobash (1979) cite research: 


¢ a study of 600 divorcing couples in Cleveland, Ohio, in which wives cited physical abuse at a rate 
11 times that of husbands; 

¢ a study of 1500 divorce cases in the U.K. (1966-1968) in which the most frequently cited reason 
was physical abuse by the husband. (p. 18) 


More significantly, in their own research, Dobash and Dobash analyze 1044 cases of violence 
between family members: of these 76% are cases of husbands assaulting wives and 1% are cases of 
wives assaulting husbands (p. 20). 


Kincaid’s (1982) study documents cases of violence by both husbands and wives. In a sample drawn 
from Family Court there were 337 cases of husband-wife violence, in 301 of which the wife was the 
victim and in 18 of which the husband was the victim; the remaining 18 had male applicants but 
were not specifically cases of husband assault (p. 25). Kincaid writes: 


"From the perspective of numbers, the Family Court spent over 50% of its time in 1979 on cases 
of husband-wife violence; 95% of that case load were cases where the victim was the wife. Does 
that mean that there is more violence against wives than against husbands? According to the 
Family Court statistics and to other data in this research, the answer is affirmative." p. 25) 


The author notes, however, that it is not possible to determine, 


"whether or not there are men who, in maintaining the ‘stiff upper lip’ and an image of a 
husband as strong and powerful, have not and will not come forward to state that they have 
been assaulted by their wives." (p. 25) 


In two other samples (readers of Homemakers’ magazine and a group surveyed at a conference) 
similar rates were reported. Kincaid emphasizes that, while the study reveals that husband assault 
exists, "the known extent of the problem does not match the known extent of wife assault in either 
sheer numbers or in physical harmfulness." (p. 158) 


Pressman (1983) notes the existence of husband abuse and explains the reasons for not emphasizing 
it as an issue: 


¢ very small numbers compared to wife assault; 

¢ husbands are far more likely than wives to use the most injurious force of violence and inflict the 
greatest harm; and 

¢ violence by husbands against wives is more likely to be repeated than violence by wives against 
husbands. (p. xx-xxi) 


Small (1985) cites data from two Ontario police forces showing a similar disproportionate ratio of 
assaulted wives and assaulted husbands: in 95% of calls to the Hamilton police, the woman was the 
victim; and in 337 reports of marital violence to the Durham police only 11 of the offenders were 
women (p. 162-163). 


Claims that husband assault is more serious and prevalent than these numbers suggest are usually 
based on the work of Steinmetz (1977), who presented a paper on "The battered husband syndrome". 
This paper received a great deal of coverage in the popular press and there was talk in the U.S. and 
other countries of the need to open shelters for the many men who, apparently, were battered by 
their wives. According to critiques by such authors as Pagelow (1981; 1985), Greenblatt (1983), 
Wardell et al (1983), Breines and Gordon (1984) and Small (1985), this conclusion is based on a very 
flimsy premise. 


Pagelow (1981; 1985) notes that the theoretical framework used by Steinmetz (1977) is that of the 
“violent culture" and the instrument of measurement is the Conflict Tactics Scale (CTS), which has 
been criticized as methodologically weak due to its extremely broad definition of violence and its 
allocation of equal weight to all acts classified as "violent" regardless of their intent, nature, intensity 
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and harm to the victim. As Pagelow notes, there is an important difference between hitting and 
trying to hit, yet both are counted as "hitting". Although Steinmetz estimates that there could be 
250 000 battered husbands in the U.S. and that wives show a slightly higher tendency toward vio- 
lence in all categories than do husbands, Pagelow (1985) points out that this is not supported even by 
the data from Steinmetz’s own research: the initial study is based on 57 intact couples each with 

2 children; among these, Steinmetz identified 4 wives as victims of serious assault; this is projected 
(on the basis of the estimated population of the county from which the sample was drawn) to a rate 
of 7016 assaulted wives per 100 000 population; this figure is then compared to police data showing 
26 reports of spouse assault - 24 wives and 2 husbands; based on this, Steinmetz calculates that only 
about one out of 270 cases of wife assault is reported to the police; if the same calculation is applied 
to husband assault then the rate could be 540 per 100 000 population. Pagelow (1985), while noting 
that it is unclear how Steinmetz arrived at an estimate of 250 000 battered husbands in the U.S., 
writes that the above may be the basis for Steinmetz generalizing the number of unreported cases of 
husband assault to a national level based on 47 million couples. Pagelow comments, furthermore, 
that the results from the study authored by Steinmetz show discrepancies in tabulation (p. 175-176). 
Pagelow (1985) concludes: 


"It was apparent from the start that the mass media gave extremely wide distribution to one 
small tidbit of social science research, but the general public, being unable to discriminate 
between rigorously designed and conducted social scientific research and sensationalism, 
largely accepted some claims as ‘scientific fact’. It should be clear that the original claims were 
based on data that were seriously biased and misinterpreted and baseless conjecture was intro- 
duced as fact. Other scholars’ works were used selectively so that any finding or conclusion 
that would weaken the case being built was omitted." (p. 188) 


Small (1985) writes: 


"The ‘battered husband syndrome’ is an American import having its origin in highly question- 
able research conducted by a trio of U.S. sociologists - Murray Straus, Richard Gelles and 
Suzanne Steinmetz. Interviewers asked 903 husbands and 1183 wives to report on how they 
‘settled their differences.’ 


The questionnaire listed 18 methods the couple might use - from a calm discussion through 
swearing, slapping, beating and finally using a knife or gun. Those interviewed were asked 
how often they had used each method during the past year. A ‘wife-beater’ or a ‘husband- 
beater’ was someone who engaged in the five ‘most serious’ violent acts. The sensational news 
of the results: there are slightly more husband-beaters than wife-beaters in the United States. 


The definition is the first questionable aspect of the research. A man who admitted to having 
‘pushed, grabbed, shoved or slapped’ his wife was not considered a wife-beater, for these were 
defined as ‘mild’ forms of violence. Yet we know that a single slap from a strong-armed man 
can draw blood from a mouth and leave a swollen, black eye." (p. 60-61) 


Like Pagelow, Small points out that this study fails to distinguish either the relative consequences of 
the violent acts or who initiated the violence. Small notes, furthermore, that many of the U.S. data 
presented in the study are not applicable in the Canadian context (p. 162). Finally, since the study 
was first published, the authors have made some clarifications and retractions. Small quotes a 1979 
article by Gelles in which he states that simply counting the number of hits and shoves without 
regard for context or consequences diverts attention from the "real issues of marital violence”, i.e. 
that women are almost certainly the true victims (p. 162). Pagelow (1985) cites a similar observation 
by Straus (p. 179). 


Given the degree of consensus in recent literature as to the preponderance of wives as victims rather 
than perpetrators of spousal assault, it is useful to explore some of the explanations offered for this. 
In general these tend to parallel the socio-cultural and structural/political explanations of wife 
assault. ; 
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The physical differences between most men and most women in terms of size and strength constitute 
the most obvious explanatory factor. Berk et al (1983) cite their research findings about husband- 
wife violence, pointing out that the perspective of "mutual combat" is largely irrelevant because 
spouses hardly ever "exchange" injuries: when a spouse is injured it is almost always the female. 
The authors conclude: 


"from our simple descriptive statistics alone it is apparent that when injuries are one’s 
primary concern, the mutual combat characterization of spousal violence is terribly misleading. 
‘Mutual combat’ calls up the image of Rocky Balboa and Apollo Creed going 15 rounds to a split 
decision. Nothing could be further from the truth. It is equally clear that if by the term 
‘battery’ one means assault with physical consequences, we can find no substantial evidence for 
the battered husband syndrome; our data show that it is women who are battered. In this 
context, therefore, terms like ‘mutual combat’ are at best imprecise, and while there are 
certainly occasional instances of husbands being battered, it is downright pernicious to equate 
their experiences with those of the enormous number of women who are routinely and severely 
victimized. In short, our analysis indicates that, at least when injuries are one’s primary 
concern, spousal violence is about the harm that men inflict on women." (p. 220) 


Pagelow (1985) notes that it has been suggested that women assault husbands who are weaker then 
they are, frail, elderly or physically handicapped. Pagelow observes that if these men are unfor- 
tunate enough to have violent wives they may be victimized; however this is not necessarily borne 
out by available data: for example, the age differential between husband and wife is usually not 
great enough to accord younger wives a physical advantage and, in any case, one study of battered 
husbands showed that half of the victims were under 30. The reasons offered by victimized 
husbands for staying in the marriage, incidentally, seem to be very similar to those given by 
assaulted wives (Pagelow, 1985, p. 187). 


Dobash and Dobash (1979) reject as irrelevant suggestions that women would be just as violent as 
men if they were equal in physical strength, since it is a strictly hypothetical situation and is not 
supported by any evidence (p. 19-20). They consider it more important to determine the reasons for 
social tolerance and acceptance of violence by husbands. 


Greenblatt’s (1983) research shows greater tolerance for husbands hitting wives than for wives 
hitting husbands. Among respondents who were willing to "excuse" husband assault, the main 
reason given was that the wife probably could not hurt him. In contrast, those willing to "excuse" 
wife assault gave reasons that tended to seek justification for the husband’s violence, e.g. his wife’s 
transgressions (p. 255-256). 


According to Kincaid (1982) and Dobash and Dobash (1979; 1983), this divergence in tolerance for 
wife assault vis-4-vis husband assault both has its origins and is currently reflected in social and 
cultural institutions (as noted in the structural/political analysis). Kincaid’s research illustrates one 
aspect of this: in the Family Court sample 21.9% of female victims and 38.9% of male victims laid 
charges (female victims outnumbered male victims by a ratio of 17 to 1). Furthermore, the females 
had to give more specific information and details in order to substantiate the charges than did the 
males. Kincaid comments: 


Perhaps the cases of husbands being assaulted by their wives were unconsciously treated more 
seriously than those where the woman was the victim. Maybe the sympathies of a largely male 
legal profession lay with the men whether they were the victims or the perpetrators of 
violence." (p. 77) 


Kincaid suggests that sex-role expectations may colour the response of the courts: 
“The man is head of the house’ and ‘a man’s home is his castle’ are not idle cliches: they are 
beliefs rooted in socialization practices and supported by a wealth of sexist practices. Martin’s 


Criminal Code itself is written in sexist language, a language that denies the existence of a 
female victim of assault: 
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745. (1) Any person who fears that another person will cause personal injury to him or his wife 
or child or will damage his property may lay an information before a justice." (p. 78) 


Kincaid notes that women perpetrators receive harsher treatment in terms of charges and outcomes 
than do male perpetrators, implying that it is much less acceptable for a wife to assault her husband 
than for a husband to assault his wife. 


Kincaid (1982), Wardell et al (1983), Pressman (1983), Pagelow (1985) and Small (1985) point out 
that assaulted husbands are not only less numerous by far than assaulted wives, but are also less in 
need of protection since they usually have greater societal support and more economic resources with 
which to alter their situations. These authors point out that it is not their intent to minimize or 
excuse violence against husbands: rather it is an attempt to ensure that husband assault is not used 
as a means of minimizing or excusing the seriousness of wife assault. Small writes: 


"Does the women’s movement not care about battered husbands? It certainly does - but if 
people think husband-beating is as common as wife-beating, they will continue to think the 
problem is just one of ‘troubled marriages’ and arguments that get out of hand."(p. 164) 


It would appear, then, that while husbands assault is by no means to be taken lightly, it is not a 
problem of sufficient magnitude to warrant specific responses other than the more general emphasis 
on the unacceptability of family violence. The flurry of attention focused on the issue would seem to 
be a case of "man bites dog." 
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5. Elder Abuse 
5.1 Definition 
The Department of National Health and Welfare provides the following definition: 


Elder Abuse: may include the infliction of physical injury, restraint, financial exploitation, 
threats, ridicule, insult or humiliation, forced isolation (physical or social), or forced change in 
living arrangement. 


Elder Neglect: is the refusal or failure to care for the older person whether intentional or 
unintentional (i.e, laziness or inadequate knowledge). This could include abandonment, 
withholding or non-provision of food, health care, companionship or assistance. 


This definition is similar to those found throughout the available literature, and covers a wide range 
of behaviours and settings. For purposes of this review, discussion will be limited to the abuse of 
elderly people within families. 


5.2. Incidence 


The study of elder abuse as an aspect of family violence is still in its early stages. While there is 
evidence of considerable research activity, the published literature in this field is significantly 
scarcer than the literature on other types of family violence. For this reason it is even more difficult 
to determine the actual incidence of elder abuse than it is to quantify the other forms of family 
violence. As the Report of the Ontario Advisory Council on Senior Citizens (1986) points out: "...we 
are now at the stage where the question of Child Abuse was at about 25 years ago." (p. 2) 


Although a considerable portion of reported cases of abuse and neglect of the elderly occurs in insti- 
tutional settings, only 10% of Canada’s seniors live in institutions; the other 90% live alone or with 
family members. According to the Quebec policy report (1985) 43% of maltreatment of the elderly 
occurs in institutions and 25% in families (p. 15). Shell (1982) estimates that 2.2% of persons over 65 
who are receiving care (either from informal home providers or home service agencies) experience 
abuse. Shell notes that, as in other forms of abuse, the reported cases are likely "the tip of the 
iceberg” and, therefore, the actual proportion is likely to be much higher than 2.2% (p. 44). 


Powell and Berg (1987) note that U.S. estimates of the number of abused elderly people range from 
500 000 to 2.5 million; projected to Canada’s population this would mean 50 000 to 250 000 in this 
country. Pillemer and Finkelhor (1986) provide an estimate of 701 000 to 1 093 560 abused elderly 
people in the U.S., based on a random sample survey; this means a percentage between 2.5 and 3.9 
of the elderly population. 


5.3 Causes and Factors 


Current explanations offered for elder abuse focus on individual pathology, family dynamics and 
socio-economic environment. 


5.3.1 Individual pathology explanations focus on personal characteristics of the abuser, and 
sometimes also those of the victim. Typical of this viewpoint is the following excerpt from the report 
of the Ontario Advisory Council on Senior Citizens (1986): 


"...the majority of abusers are family members who are influenced by alcoholism, psychiatric 
problems, or by the advanced age of the abused..." (p. 1) 


Powell and Berg (1987) note that poor health on the part of the elderly person seems to increase 
vulnerability to abuse because it increases dependency; the authors also point out that the victims 
may suffer from "learned helplessness" (see Chapter 4 on Wife Assault) and, therefore, may be 
unable to assert themselves (p. 81). Shell (1982) argues that the victims’ dependency may increase 
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their chances of being abused, but points out that psychiatric illness on the part of the abuser is 
rarely a factor (p. 8). Thus, explanations focusing on individual pathology are subject to the same 
criticisms in the case of elder abuse as they are in other types of family violence. 


Similarly, the use of alcohol is not in itself a cause of elder abuse although it may precipitate an 
abusive event. 


§.3.2 Family dynamics appear to offer a more plausible set of explanatory theories. Shell (1982) 
notes that "the more serious forms of abuse are likely to occur in domestic settings in which the 
caregivers are ill-equipped or reluctant to care for dependent adults" (p. 7). As noted by Shell, as 
well as Anctil (1984), Schlesinger (1984), Pepin et al (1985), Podnieks (1985), the Ontario Advisory 
Council on Senior Citizens (1986) and Powell and Berg (1987), the burden imposed on family 
caregivers may leave them unable to cope with the stress and this, in turn, may be expressed in 
abusive behaviours. Shell (1982) writes: 


"\..the sudden and unwanted dependency of a parent and the autonomy and private nature of 
the family provide an environment for mistreatment and are key factors in understanding 
neglect and abuse. Dependent individuals, relying on others for basic survival needs, are ina 
vulnerable position. They are presumed protected by virtue of the caring that it is assumed the 
family provides. However, childhood and late-life dependency differ in the degree to which they 
are perceived as permissible. While the costs (emotional and economical) of caring for one’s 
children are a recognized burden, the responsibility for the care of elderly family members over 
a prolonged period has not been as widely acknowledged and may become a burden carried with 
great ambivalence. Hence, older family members may become vulnerable to abusive treatment 
triggered by the dependency relationship when their dependencies are viewed as unacceptable. 


The dependent elderly person can be a source of emotional, physical, and financial stress to the 
adult children who may be unprepared or unable to assume these responsibilities." (p. 10) 


The Ontario Advisory Council (1986) further notes that personality changes caused by long-term 
illnesses such as Alzheimer’s Disease, can lead to the elderly person behaving in a way "that 
becomes very provocative to long term caregivers." (p. 3), particularly when the caregivers receive no 
relief from this task. 


Another factor suggested by Shell (1982) and the Ontario Advisory Council on Senior Citizens (1986) 
is a variant of the cycle of violence, whereby adults who were abused as children behave abusively 
toward their aged parents when the dependency roles are reversed. The assumption behind this 
theory is that violence is a learned behaviour and becomes an established pattern in some families. 
Schlesinger (1984) writes that there is a 50% chance that abused children will themselves abuse 
their dependent parents (p. 58). 


In addition to the existing intrafamilial stresses, factors in the socio-economic environment are also 
seen as contributing to elder abuse. Unemployment, isolation, financial hardship and overcrowded 
housing are among the problems that exacerbate the difficulty of caring for a dependent elderly 
person (Shell, 1982; Schlesinger, 1984; Anctil, 1984). 


5.3.2.1 Exchange Theory 


Pillemer (1985) considers that explanations focusing on the dependency of the elderly do not 
adequately explain elder abuse. Noting that a great many elderly people are dependent but that 
most of them are not abused, he suggests that the reverse case, dependence by the abuser on the 
elderly victim, may also provide an explanation, especially when it entails financial dependence. 
Pillemer applies exchange/resource theory to elder abuse, noting that research into family violence 
has frequently found that perpetrators resort to violence because they feel a lack of control over their 
situations and need to reassert their power. Pillemer suggests that violence will be used when the 
perpetrator has no other resource available (p. 147-148). Pillemer’s research findings show that: 
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",..the hypothesis that the dependency of the victim on the abuser is a primary cause of physical 
elder abuse is not supported. The combined weight of the quantitative and qualitative evidence 
shows strong association between dependency of the perpetrator and physical abuse. Thus, the 
typical abused elder in this study was an older woman supporting a dependent child or, toa 
lesser extent, a physically or mentally disabled spouse. The victims perceived themselves as on 
the losing end of the exchange, as giving much and receiving little. Most felt trapped by a sense 
of family obligation and therefore did not leave the situation.” (p. 155) 


5.3.3 The socio-cultural view of elder abuse suggests that society's attitudes toward the elderly 
play a part in their victimization. As noted by Pepin et al (1985), the elderly are often stereotyped as 
physically feeble, mentally diminished, dependent and unproductive (p. 39). As in the case of nega- 
tive attitudes that portray women and children as inferior and provocative, this type of thinking 
facilitates victim-blaming and tolerance of abuse. 


There does not as yet appear to be a structural/political school of thought established with respect to 
elder abuse, but such an approach will likely emerge in the near future. It might be expected to 
focus on the themes that have emerged in feminist writing on aging with respect to society’s 
historically pejorative attitudes toward aging and elderly women. 


5.4 Victims and Perpetrators 
5.4.1 Victims 


The literature shows consensus that victims are most likely to be: female; frail or disabled; over 70 
years of age, often over 80; and living with the person who is responsible for the abuse (Filbee, 1981; 
Schlesinger, 1984; Toronto Mayor’s Committee on Aging, 1984; Podnieks, 1985; Ontario Advisory 
Council on Senior Citizens, 1986; Raab, 1986). 


According to the Ontario Advisory Council (1986), 67.7% of victims, i.e. two out of every three, are 
women. This may be due in part to the fact that women tend to outlive men, therefore they comprise 
a significant majority of the total elderly population. Filbee (1981) notes that at age 65, the ratio of 
men to women is 70:100 and at age 75 it is 58:100 (p. 7). The fact that victims are also characterized 
by increasing age and infirmity points up the role played by vulnerability and dependence in their 
victimization. 


The type of abuse suffered by victims differs from that of abused children and assaulted wives: it is 
far more likely to be non-physical in nature (Shell, 1982). Even the physical aspects of abuse are 
likely to involve acts such as over-medication, confinement or withholding of food or care rather than 
actual battering. Shell comments: 


"It is clear that some elderly people in the care of relatives or friends are seriously mistreated 
in their own homes or the homes of their children and other family members. Although the 
range of types of mistreatment extends from a benign lack of attention to serious physical 
abuse, it is difficult to devise any scale of severity since, among the frail and vulnerable elderly, 
some forms of emotional abuse or verbal/psychological abuse can be equally as damaging as 
physical abuse, although the consequences may not be as readily apparent." (p. 7) 


Shell (1982) classifies the abuse suffered by the victims in her study in order of prevalence: (1) 
financial abuse, (2) psychosocial abuse and (3) physical abuse. By far the most common type of 
financial abuse found was the cashing of pension or social insurance cheques and withholding the 
means for daily living necessities: 


Financial abuse: 
¢ cashing pension/social insurance cheques and withholding the means 


for daily living necessities 50.4% 
¢ trickery, fraud, misappropriated/misused property 10.3% 
¢ theft of funds and/or possessions 9.8% 
* trickery, fraud, misappropriated/misused funds 8.9% 
¢ grossly overcharged for residence 6.7% 


101 


¢ taking pension/social insurance cheques or other funds through threats or force 5.8% 
¢ grossly overcharged for small services and/or items 4.9% 
¢ sold house and/or furnishings without permission and withheld funds from sale 3.1% 


The main forms of psychosocial abuse were verbal attacks and emotional abuse: 


Psychosocial abuse: 
¢ verbal/emotional: derogation, humiliation, intimidation, infantilization, or any 


treatment diminishing identity, dignity, or self-worth 38.6% 
¢ inadequate attention in terms of time, concern, and understanding of needs; left 

unattended for extended periods of time 17.5% 
¢ isolation 13.9% 
¢ confinement 11.2% 
¢ removal from active participation in one’s own life 7.2% 
¢ threats of harm or violence 6.8% 
¢ threats of withholding assistance, abandonment or institutionalization 4.8% 


Physical abuse took a variety of forms, of which the greatest proportion were cases of assault, which 
accounted for just over one-third of reported physical abuse: 


Physical abuse: 
¢ physical assault 35.1% 
e withholding food 11.7% 
* rough handling, pushing, or shoving resulting in injuries or discomfort is St 12092 
* gross neglect resulting from avoidance of needs for assistance with daily living 

(e.g. personal and hygienic care) - 11.0% 
¢ withholding medication and/or medical attention 7.8% 
* injuries resulting from avoidance of needs for assistance 5.2% 
¢ deliberate over-medication (pills or alcohol) 5.2% 
¢ sexual assault 4.5% 
¢ homicide 3.9% 
¢ physically restrained (tied, gagged) 2.6% 
¢ injuries resulting from deliberate hazardous situations 1.9% 


Victims themselves rarely report that they have been abused. They are not only afraid and ashamed 
to come forward but may also deny that there is abuse when asked. Podnieks writes: 


"The elderly refuse to report abuse: they are mortified by the situation. They have many fears: 
loss of love, retaliation, relocation." (p. 38) 


Schlesinger (1984) notes the particular difficulties caused by isolation and disability which prevent 
an elderly victim from seeking help or being identified as in need of help (p. 57). The fact that the 
abuser is usually also a caregiver serves to exacerbate the problem. The Ontario Advisory Council 
on Senior Citizens (1986) states that victims 


¢ are usually frail or suffering from some chronic physical or mental illness; 
¢ are often dependent on caregivers for physical and emotional needs; 

¢ are often socially isolated with few friends in whom to confide; 

¢ feel powerless in the abusive situation. (p. 6) 


While much of the literature accepts the above observations concerning victims of elder abuse, 
Pillemer (1985) provides a different picture. In a study which compares elderly victims of physical 
abuse with a control group of non-abused elderly, Pillemer found that the abused group were neither 
more physically impaired nor more dependent than the control group. Pillemer writes: 


"When all of these measures are taken into consideration, the hypothesis that the impairment 
and dependency of an elderly person leads to physical abuse must be called seriously into 
question. None of the comparisons are consistent with that hypothesis. Either no significant 
differences appear, or the abuse group is less dependent than the controls." (p. 151) 
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5.4.2 Perpetrators 


It is generally assumed, in the literature on elder abuse, that the family members most likely to 
perpetrate this abuse are the children of the victim. There is considerable disagreement as to 
whether sons or daughters are more likely to abuse their aged parents. Some studies also identify 
spouses as perpetrators, and some researchers contend that spouses comprise the majority of 
abusers. 


Filbee (1981), Pepin e¢ al (1985) and Podnieks (1985) write that the abuser can be either the son or 
daughter of the victim. Filbee notes that there is some controversy as to which of these is more 
likely (p. 7). The Ontario Teachers’ Federation (1985) accepts the view that: 


"The abuse is most frequently inflicted by daughters perhaps because they are the individuals 
often subject to the stress of caring for an aged relative." (p. 3) 


_ It is more usual, however, to find sons identified as abusers (Shell, 1982; The Toronto Mayor’s 

Committee on Aging, 1984; Schlesinger, 1984; Québec Ministére des Affaires Sociales, 1985; Ontario 
Advisory Council on Senior Citizens, 1986; Powell and Berg, 1987). In Shell’s study sample, the 
following pattern emerged for abusers: 


Son* 23.6% 
Daughter* 21.2% 
Husband 16.4% 
Wife 4.5% 
Brother 3.190 
Sister 2.2% 
Niece 1.7% 
Nephew 1.2% 
Grandchildren 1.0% 
Unrelated Caregiver 24.4% 
N=402 


* Includes in-laws (p. 33) 


Overall, males comprise 60% of abusers. It is interesting to note that husbands account for 16.4% of 
the total. The research of Powell and Berg shows sons as abusers in 31.7% of cases and daughters in 
13.3% of cases. Schlesinger (1984) notes that: 


"Reports from the United States House of Representatives Select Committee on Aging identify 
the son of the victim as the most likely to abuse, followed by the daughter, and finally the 
spouse of the victim." (p. 57) 


Filbee (1981) employs the following description: 


"Abusers are generally children of the victim or a close relative and their ages generally range 
from 23 to 65... 


They are often of a low socio-economic status, education and from a blue-collar occupation. 
Alcohol or drug abuse may be involved as well as retardation or other psychiatric disabilities. 
One study on violence has suggested that those prone to use force have certain identifiable 
personality traits. They tend to be possessive, and have poor impulse control. Unable to 
empathize, they shift the blame to others. Their background is often very violent." (p. 7) 


The Toronto Mayor’s Committee on Aging (1984) and the Ontario Advisory Council on Senior 
Citizens (1986) list as characteristics of perpetrators that they: 


¢ are relatives, close friends or other caregivers; 

¢ may be middle aged or elderly themselves; 

¢ have difficulty controlling feelings of anger and frustration; 

¢ often blame the elderly person for requiring care. (Ontario Advisory Council, 1986, p. 6-7) 
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Podnieks (1985) adds other characteristics: 


® experiencing stress: financial problems, medical problems, marital conflict, substance abuse, 
unemployment; 

¢ increasing demands of caretaking role depleting family resources; 

¢ resents role reversal with parent; 

* low self-esteem; 

¢ may have been abused child. (p. 36) 


Finkelhor and Pillemer (1986) contend, on the basis of a survey of 2000 seniors, that spouses rather 
than sons or daughters are most likely to be the perpetrators of elder abuse. They write: 


"The predominant image of elder abuse, derived from earlier studies and reinforced by the 
popular media, is that abuse is primarily committed against elders by their children. The 
stereotype is of a mentally and physically dependent elder who moves in with and becomes a 
difficult burden to a resentful daughter or son; the latter, in response, lashes out in frustration 
or withholds certain necessities of life. Elder abuse has been discussed in the context of 
“generational inversion" - children who were once cared for now having to care for their 
parents...However, the current survey found abuse primarily to be committed, not by children, 
but by spouses. Of the perpetrators, 58% were spouses compared to 24% who were children. 
Abuse by children was actually relatively uncommon." (p. 10) 


The authors explain this finding by noting that victims are likely to be abused by the persons with 
whom they live, and that more elderly people live with their spouses than with their children. Thus, 
spouses are not inherently more violent towards their elderly partners than are children toward 
their elderly parents: it is simply that spouses overall have the greater opportunity for abusive 
behaviour. However, Finkelhor and Pillemer point out the importance of these findings in redefining 
the etiology of elder abuse: 


"They suggest a fundamental reformulation of the problem of elder maltreatment. In the past, 
elder abuse was described primarily in analogy with child abuse. The present study suggests 
that elder abuse has much more in common with spouse abuse than child abuse.” (p. 10) 


In seeking an explanation for the difference between their findings and the previous assumptions 
about the nature of elder abuse, Finkelhor and Pillemer note that the image of an adult child 
abusing an elderly parent is perceived as more serious than that of elderly spouses hitting one 
another. They note, however, that this is not the case: 


"There were no statistically significant differences between spouse perpetrators and child 
perpetrators in the level of violence they inflicted, in the number of injuries they caused or in 
the degree of upset they engendered in their victims. Abuse by spouses and abuse by children 
is equally serious. If spouse abuse among the elderly has been a neglected problem, we think it 
has to do not with the less serious nature of this abuse, but with the more ambiguous moral 
imagery that this problem conjures up." (p. 11) 


In other words, victims of spouse abuse are more likely to be blamed for their own victimization than 
are victims of other forms of family violence. 


Finkelhor and Pillemer (1986) note that among elderly victims of spouse abuse, the proportion of 
male victims is roughly equal to the proportion of female victims. This is attributed to the fact that 
women tend to outlive their husbands; therefore, while a high proportion of women in the study 
sample were widows, many of the men were still living with their wives. The authors point out that, 
although the numbers of female and male victims are similar, women continue to suffer more 
frequent and more serious abuse than men (p. 12). 
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5.5 Identifying and Determining Elder Abuse 


The literature on family violence is filled with references to the difficulty of detecting and docu- 
menting abuse. This is particularly true of elder abuse, where isolation, incapacity and denial are 
major obstacles. Literature for practitioners provides lists of possible indicators. For example, the 
Ontario Advisory Council on Senior Citizens (1986) suggests that elder abuse may be suspected 
when elderly persons: 


¢ are never seen outside the house or in the neighbourhood; 

¢ appear frightened, uneasy, don’t wish to talk or answer questions; 

¢ have bruises, sores, or restricted mobility, and appear to fall frequently; 
¢ seem thin, weak, listless, tired, pale; 

¢ neglect housekeeping chores; 

¢ fail to pay their rent or utility bills; or 

¢ refuse medical treatment. (p. 10-11) 


Raab (1986) provides a "vulnerability index" which may be used by practitioners in identifying 
potential victims: 


e reduced mobility; 

¢ bedridden; 

¢ inability to prepare own meals; 
¢ inability to do personal hygiene; 
¢ isolation, fear of reprisals; 

¢ confused, senile. (p. 22) 


Podnieks (1985) provides a list of factors that should prompt health care professionals to probe for 
the possibility of elder abuse: 


¢ has physical/medical limitations affecting self-care ability; 

¢ medical history does not coincide with presenting injuries; 

¢ postpones seeking medical treatment; 

¢ has sores, injuries which have not been treated, or are partially healed; 

¢ history shows repeated incidents of unexplained "accidents'/ injuries; 

¢ gives history of seeking medical attention from a variety of doctors/treatment centres; 
¢ gives information reluctantly: waits for caregiver to supply answers; 

¢ avoids physical, verbal contact with caregiver/professional. (p. 39) 


5.6 Prevention, Protection and Treatment 


The main suggestions for preventing elder abuse focus on: public education; help and support to 
family caregivers and reducing problems within families that are seen as potentially leading to 
violence; and increasing the links between elderly persons and their surrounding community. 


5.6.1 Prevention 


Shell (1982) views public education as an important advocacy activity to raise the public awareness, 
sensitivity and concern needed in order to garner support for the establishment of programs and 
services. Media coverage and distribution of brochures are two of the ways in which this might be 
achieved (p. 20-21). 


The provision of support to caregivers is another important way of preventing abuse. This support 
may take several forms: education and information about the needs of the elderly; practical advice 
on budgeting and nutrition; the provision of respite care, daysitting and other services to relieve 
caregivers of their constant responsibility; and the provision of financial assistance to help family 
caregivers pay the extra costs that may arise from caregiving. 
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5.6.2 Protection 
Proposals regarding protection include: 


¢ identifying and working with at-risk individuals and families; 

¢ the establishment of crisis shelter facilities for the elderly; 

¢ professional education for law enforcement, health care and social service workers; 
¢ mandatory reporting legislation; and 

¢ legislative provision for guardianship of elderly persons. 


The literature does not refer to any specific treatment programs for either victims or perpetrators of 


elder abuse. Rather, it is suggested that existing programs and services for families be adapted to 
the needs of these client groups. 
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